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“Children Can’t Learn
on an Empty Stomach”:
The Black Panther Party’s
Free Breakfast Program
Husain Lateef
Arizona State University
David Androff
Arizona State University
The year 2016 marks the 50th anniversary of the founding of the Black 
Panther	Party	and	their	revolutionary	approach	to	urban	Black	suffering	
in America. However, like many other social welfare contributions 
of the Black American community, the Black Panther Party’s social 
programs remain largely unexamined within the social work literature. 
To reclaim the social welfare contribution of the Black Panther Party, 
this paper examines the Free Breakfast for Schoolchildren Program 
and discusses its relevance to contemporary social work. Key aspects 
of the Free Breakfast Program are reviewed, including the historical 
context of the formation of the Black Panther Party and the breakfast 
program’s mission and funding, as well as reactions to the program. 
In conclusion, implications are presented for how social work can best 
support contemporary movements for Black community empowerment 
and social justice.
Key words: Black Panthers, Free Breakfast Program, Social Welfare, 
Afrocentric social work, food security, community practice
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 Contemporary social work overemphasizes the contribution 
of White individuals and communities to social welfare. 
In comparison, the contributions from individuals and 
communities of color remain under-represented. For Carlton-
LaNey (2001), the lack of engagement with Black American 
contributions to social welfare stems from social work’s 
historical silence on the inequalities that affect Black Americans 
and their legacy of community-based solutions. This article 
seeks to overcome this unevenness by highlighting a historical 
case study of a Black American social welfare program. To 
accomplish this, this article examines the Black Panther Party’s 
Free Breakfast for Schoolchildren Program and discusses its 
relevance to contemporary social work.  
 The Free Breakfast Program is analyzed in terms of the 
historical context of the formation of the Black Panther Party 
and the program’s mission, funding, and staffing. Also 
discussed is how the program reshaped the perspective of 
the Black Panther Party’s leadership, the community reactions 
it provoked, and the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s (FBI) 
response to those efforts. This paper provides a corrective to 
the imbalance of the historical record on social welfare by 
highlighting this innovative community-based program and its 
legacy for Black American responses to social need, hunger, and 
oppression. By acknowledging and honoring the contributions 
of communities of color to social welfare, social work can 
become a more inclusive and respectful place for diversity, 
thereby strengthening contemporary social work practice. In 
the current era of heightened awareness of police brutality 
against Black Americans, widespread dissatisfaction with 
both the status quo and gradual change, the need to highlight 
innovative Black American community-based solutions to 
contemporary problems of food insecurity and oppression is 
especially important.
 
Context of the Black Panther Party
 The Black Panther Party formed in direct response to the 
specific social context of Black Americans in the 1960s. The 
passing of the 1965 Voting Rights Act was a key accomplishment 
of the Civil Rights Movement and played a central role in 
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defeating legal segregation for Blacks living in the U.S. South. 
However, for many Black Americans living outside of the 
southern United States, such as those in California’s ghettos, 
the Civil Rights Movement did not significantly change their 
economic or political situation (Bloom & Martin, 2013). Many 
urban Black communities during the 1960s remained as ghettos 
due to concentrations of poverty, unemployment, crime, 
substandard housing conditions, racist housing practices (such 
as redlining), and overcrowded public schools. 
 In spite of the growing poverty in urban Black communities, 
local governments failed to address issues of unemployment and 
housing discrimination and instead focused on increasing law 
enforcement, leading to increased police brutality (Abu-Jamal, 
2004). Numerous police killings of unarmed Black men were 
reported as justifiable homicides, which left Black communities 
across the nation in rage (Bloom & Martin, 2013). One turning 
point in the Black community’s response to police brutality 
was the beating of Rena Frye, who in 1965 was pulled over by a 
California highway patrol officer. Rena Frye was beaten with a 
police club, and had her arms twisted behind her back; this event 
led to the Watts Rebellion of 1965 in Los Angeles, California 
(Johnson Jr, & Farrell Jr, 1992). The growing decay of urban Black 
communities, police brutality, and political exclusion despite 
the passing of the Civil Rights Act caused many younger Black 
Americans to abandon the nonviolent protest tactics of the Civil 
Rights Movement, seeing them as inefficient at achieving real 
change in their communities. A generation of younger Black 
Americans began to seek the more revolutionary ideas of Black 
liberation from America’s systemic racism, expressed by Black 
thinkers such as Malcolm X (Newton, 2009). 
Founding of the Black Panther Party (BPP)
 The formation of the Black Panther Party (BPP) in 1966 
by Huey P. Newton and Bobby Seale came after years of 
engagement with other politically-based organizations, which 
ultimately helped them refine the BPP’s philosophy. Newton 
and Seale would both obtain their first serious experience of 
engaging in politics and Black liberation when they joined the 
Afro-American Association founded by Donald Warden during 
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his days as a student at the University of California, Berkeley. 
During the meetings of the Afro-American Association, 
Warden led discussions on Black identity, culture, and the 
use of capitalism by the Black community to bring about 
community change (Bloom & Martin, 2013). Later, Newton and 
Seale joined the Soul Student Advisory Council and proposed 
that it conduct an armed rally on campus demonstrating the 
group’s opposition to police brutality (Bloom & Martin, 2013).
 Another significant influence for Huey P. Newton and Bobby 
Seale was the Lowndes County Freedom Organization (LCFO) 
founded in 1965 in Lowndes County, Alabama. Supported 
by the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee with the 
leadership of Stokely Carmichael, LCFO directly responded 
to the lack of White politicians’ receptiveness to the needs of 
the majority Black county of Lowndes (Carmichael, 1997). The 
formation of the LCFO met the resistance of the community’s 
White residents, who formed an all-White Democratic party, 
with their slogan being “White Supremacy for the Right” (Bloom, 
& Martin, 2013). The LCFO selected on the black panther being 
as their symbol, which John Hullet, chairperson of the LFCO, 
described as “an animal that when pressured, it moves back 
until it is cornered, then it comes out fighting for life or death. 
We felt we had been pushed back long enough and that it was 
time for Negroes to come out and take over” (as cited in Murch, 
2012, p.123). Although neither Newton nor Seale were involved 
with the LCFO, both were inspired by the grassroots activism 
strategies of the LCFO, which they translated into a philosophy 
of social action for the BPP. Huey P. Newton would later recount 
in his autobiography that he read about the LCFO’s voter 
registration, and how the organization had armed themselves 
to defend against the violence they experienced, and used a 
black panther as their symbol. Newton further recalls that after 
discussing it with Bobby Seale, it was decided to name their 
organization the Black Panther Party of Self-Defense and use 
the LCFO’s symbol of the black panther for their organization 
(Newton, 2009).
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The Free Breakfast Program
 The Black Panther Party developed an array of community 
programs, including free clothing, free ambulance services, 
free health clinics, and free shoes (Hilliard, 2008). However, the 
Free Breakfast Program for Children became its most influential 
social welfare program. In September of 1968, the Black Panther 
Party announced its plan to begin a Free Breakfast Program 
for children in Oakland and began serving breakfast by late 
January of 1969 at Father Earl A. Niel’s St. Augustine’s Episcopal 
Church in Oakland (Bloom & Martin, 2013). Two months later, 
in March of 1969, the Black Panther Party opened its second Free 
Breakfast Program for Children in San Francisco at the Sacred 
Heart Church (Bloom & Martin, 2013).
Instrumental to the growth of the Free Breakfast Program was 
the BPP’s chief of staff David Hilliard. By August of 1969, when 
the first two Free Breakfast Programs for children were in full 
operation, both co-founders Huey P. Newton and Bobby Seale 
were in prison.  Newton was imprisoned for allegedly killing 
an Oakland police officer during a traffic stop, while Seale was 
arrested for an alleged conspiracy to incite riots and for the 
murder of a suspected police informant within the BPP. They 
both would be later acquitted for these charges. However, during 
their imprisonment, leadership for the BPP fell to Hilliard, 
who unlike Newton and Seal, focused more on developing 
the Black community’s natural tendency towards self-reliance. 
Hilliard identified his sense of “dignity as an independent 
people” and “the communal ideal and practice that informed 
our programs” as drawn from the culture established by rural 
Black communities in the South (as cited in Newton, 2004, p. 55). 
 Police and federal agents sought to disrupt and repress the 
BPP Breakfast program by harassing community participants, 
donors, and supporters through police raids and intimidation 
(Bloom & Martin, 2013). However, despite the ongoing 
repression efforts, not only did the BPP’s membership grow, 
its breakfast program did also. Many local Black community 
activists across the United States who heard about the BPP 
contacted their headquarters in Oakland, California to join the 
organization and obtain support and guidance to start local 
chapters. Recounting this, David Hilliard notes, “We get calls 
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all day long. Des Moines, Virginia Beach, Atlanta. Since we’re 
three hours behind the east coast, the requests often start as 
early as eight a.m.” (Hilliard & Cole, 1993, p. 159). Growth of the 
BPP chapters meant the growth of the Free Breakfast program. 
By November of 1969, the Black Panther Party had established 
Free Breakfast Programs for children in 23 cities across the U.S.; 
this grew to 36 cities at its peak in 1971 (Bloom & Martin, 2013).
Logistical Guidelines
 Great care was taken by the Black Panther Party to ensure 
their breakfast program achieved a level of operational integrity 
that demonstrated their commitment to the well-being of 
the children they served. The initial BPP breakfast program 
in Oakland created guidelines on how to set up a breakfast 
program for children, which included a sample weekly menu 
specifying meal options for opertation Monday through Friday. 
For example, on Wednesday, children were recommended to 
have eggs, home fries, ham, toast with jam, and milk or juice 
(Hilliard, 2008). 
 Other logistical aspects the Black Panther Party addressed 
were the building and equipment needs for the program. The BPP 
detailed the minimum building requirements for establishing a 
breakfast program to be a space able to shelter 50 people (Hilliard, 
2008). As a result, the BPP recommended breakfast programs that 
opened to use locations already available to Black communities, 
such as recreation centers or churches. Moreover, within the 
building, the BPP directed that suitable kitchen equipment must 
be available (e.g., cooking stove) for food preparation. Breakfast 
programs were mandated at the minimum to be equipped to seat 
50 children at one time to eat and have an area large enough for 
children waiting to eat (Hilliard, 2008). Additional needs included 
space for children to hang coats, space for waste disposal near 
the building, refrigeration/and freezer space for food storage, 
and items such as gallon garbage pails, paper cups, plates, and 
spoons (Hilliard, 2008).
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Recruitment	and	Staffing	the	Breakfast	Programs
 The Black Panther Party mandated a minimum of ten 
persons needed to run a breakfast program. For traffic control, 
two persons were needed to help children cross streets coming 
and going from the breakfast program, one person was needed 
to manage the reception desk, one to help hang coats and 
sweaters, four to serve food, and two to cook the food (Hilliard, 
2008). Remarkably, the staffing of the breakfast programs of 
the BPP was entirely based on the volunteer work of members, 
students, and residents of the community being served. 
 The guidelines established by the Black Panther Party for 
recruiting community members were: (1) community outreach 
and education to let community members know about the 
program and their staffing needs; (2) making requests of parents 
to volunteer at least one morning a week; and (3) organizing 
community forums to recruit volunteers (Hilliard, 2008). 
Forbes (2006) identified further organizing strategies that the 
BPP employed to mobilize parents, kids, community members, 
and local business owners in Black neighborhoods such as 
door-to-door canvassing, distributing leaflets, and recruitment 
through explaining the purpose of the Free Breakfast Program: 
“to help kids grow and intellectually develop because children 
can’t learn on an empty stomach” (p. 50). They reported an 
overwhelming response (Forbes, 2006).
Funding the Breakfast Program and Rethinking Capitalism
 Originally, funding for various BPP programs came 
primarily from donations from wealthy White philanthropists, 
humanitarians, and corporations (Newton, 1995). In its early 
stages, the BPP had originally openly criticized Black people 
who engaged in capitalism, such as small storeowners in 
Black neighborhoods, for their role in promoting oppression 
and marginalization of the Black community (Newton, 1995). 
However, the day-to-day needs of the Free Breakfast Programs 
and other BPP community service programs prompted a new 
understanding of how to best work within capitalism in order 
to benefit the community. For the BPP, this new philosophy 
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meant the creation of a symbiotic relationship between Black-
owned businesses and their community patrons.  Black-owned 
stores were expected to demonstrate their support for the 
communities they benefited from financially through in-kind 
or money donations for community-based initiatives of the BPP, 
such as the Free Breakfast program (Newton, 1995). In return, 
the BPP carried advertisements of these businesses in their 
paper and urged the community members to support them.
 By applying this reciprocal model of engaging capitalism, the 
BPP believed the community members (who were considered 
to be victimized by society, in general) and the Black capitalist 
storeowners (who were deemed to be victims of corporate 
capitalist monopolies) would achieve greater unity. Moreover, 
long term, the proposed model of engaging in capitalism was 
envisioned to increase the positive qualities of capitalism until 
they outweighed the negative qualities, such as community 
exploitation (Newton, 1995). This change in perspective about 
how Black Americans could use capitalism was instrumental to 
the success of the Free Breakfast Program. However, participation 
by Black businesses varied. Some businesses feared the Black 
Panther Party’s wrath if they failed to support the BPP help 
the community (Bloom & Martin, 2013). The BPP was quick to 
protest and denounce local businesses within the community 
they did not feel had an urge to support the community’s well-
being through the Service to the People Programs.
Politics of the Free Breakfast Program
 The Free Breakfast Program, along with all the Black Panther 
Party’s Service to the People Programs, were part of a political 
agenda. The BPP articulated their political agenda in a Ten Point 
Program crafted after the Ten Point Program of the Nation of Islam, 
known as “What the Muslims Want” (Marsh, 2000). However, 
unlike the Nation of Islam’s Ten Point Program, which emphasized 
a separatist solution to the problems facing the Black America, 
the BPP’s Ten-Point Program emphasized radical internal change 
within America as the solution for Black liberation. The BPP Ten 
Point Program addressed self-determination, full employment, 
decent housing, education, peace and development, capitalist 
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exploitation, military conscription, police brutality, incarceration, 
and discrimination in the judicial system. 
 The BPP’s Ten-Point Program emphasized the place of 
government in the lives of people as ensuring that every member 
of its society has a fair share in that society. In the case of Black 
Americans, the BPP perceived that the American government 
had failed this responsibility and obligation, using examples 
taken from the institution of slavery, police brutality that 
continues to claim the lives of Black citizens across the country, 
and the overrepresentation of Black men within the criminal 
justice system. Consequently, the establishment of the Free 
Breakfast Program for school children, and other community-
based service programs established by the BPP, were intended 
to serve as what co-founder Huey P. Newton termed “survival 
programs”:
All these programs satisfy the deep needs of the community 
but are not solutions to our problems. That is why we call them 
survival programs, meaning survival pending revolution. 
We say that the survival program of the Black Panther Party 
is like the survival kit of a sailor stranded on a raft. It helps 
him sustain himself until he can get completely out of that 
situation. So the programs are not answers or solutions, but 
they will help us to organize the community around a true 
analysis and understanding of their situation. (Newton, 1995, 
p. 104) 
 The Free Breakfast program met the essential survival needs 
of the Black communities through direct assistance. At a time 
when the U.S. government spent less than one million dollars 
providing breakfast for children, the BPP addressed poverty 
and hunger among the nation’s children (Bloom & Martin, 2013). 
However, feeding children was not the sole purpose; the Service 
to the People Programs also educated Black communities on the 
nature of their oppression in American society (Newton, 1995). 
The community programs educated members of the community 
about new conceptual frameworks, thinking about themselves 
as Black people who emphasized pride and dignity (Newton, 
1995). Moreover, the BPP Service to the People Programs sought 
to increase Black communities’ self-determination and empower 
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Black Americans to take control of their lives to ensure the best 
interest of their families and communities (Newton, 1995).
 
Reactions to the Free Breakfast Program
 The response from community members served by the 
Free Breakfast Program often varied from suspicion to support. 
Safiya Bukhari, a former member of the BPP’s New York chapter, 
was originally critical of the BPP’s politics. However, she was 
drawn into the organization through her support for the Free 
Breakfast Program. Bukhari explained how the Free Breakfast 
Program met a genuine community need by reducing hunger 
and food insecurity. “There were a lot of people who were 
eating out of garbage cans … indecent conditions that they were 
living in” (Arm the Spirit, 1992, p. 3). She accepted the need for 
the community-based Program, but not the political agenda of 
the BPP. “I still didn’t believe in what the Panthers were saying. 
I didn’t think that the violence was happening. I didn’t think 
that the conspiracies were going on” (Arm the Spirit, 1992, p. 3). 
 Once she witnessed the police resistance to the Free 
Breakfast Program, she reevaluated her position. She saw a 
conspiracy, “police started putting out rumors … the police 
kept telling [the parents] that we were feeding the children 
poisoned food” (Arm the Spirit, 1992, p. 4). This had a dramatic 
effect, as children’s attendance in the Free Breakfast Program 
declined. Bukhari knew this was a lie. “I was cooking the food 
and we were eating it right along with the children” (Arm the 
Spirit, 1992, p. 4). At this point, she understood the connection 
between direct assistance and a political agenda, realizing that 
the police “were not making an effort to feed the children, but 
they didn’t want us to feed the children” (Arm the Spirit, 1992, 
p. 4). In this way, Bukhari’s participation in the Free Breakfast 
Program raised her consciousness on the nature of oppression 
of the Black community and the role of the police in maintaining 
this oppression.   
 Resistance to the BPP was not limited to local law enforcement 
agencies. The FBI also sought to destroy the Service to the People 
Programs. FBI Director Hoover established a Counter Intelligence 
Program known as COINTELPRO. Originally developed to 
disrupt the activities of the Communist Party of the United 
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States, it was expanded to include domestic groups such as the 
Black Panther Party, among others working for social justice (FBI, 
n.d.b). Hoover described the long-term goals of COINTELPRO 
as preventing coalition building among Black organizations, 
which was energizing the Black movement, and the recruiting 
of youth into Black organizations (Bloom & Martin, 2013). Of all 
the Services for the People Programs, Hoover considered the Free 
Breakfast Program to be the most dangerous. Hoover described 
the Free Breakfast Program as the greatest threat to the FBI’s effort 
to destroy the BPP (FBI, n.d.a). This was the rationale behind such 
efforts as falsely claiming that the Free Breakfast Program food 
was poisoned. 
Implications 
 The Free Breakfast Program demonstrates the legacy of self-
determination, community empowerment and development, 
and political advocacy within the Black American community. 
An important lesson to be taken from this legacy is that Black 
community empowerment and advocacy does not equate to 
being anti-American, anti-police, or anti-White.  The conflation 
of these sentiments with the Black Panther Party is at least 
partly due to the Party being mistakenly associated with the 
New Black Panther Party. In fact, the New Black Panther Party 
is a separate organization, distinct from the original Black 
Panther Party, which was founded in 1987 and does hold many 
anti-American and anti-White attitudes. 
 Commenting on this, co-founder Huey P. Newton openly 
condemned the New Black Panther Party as an organization 
and its usage of the BPP’s name in attempts to manufacture 
an affiliation.  Moreover, Newton explained the BPP he and 
Bobby Seale founded in 1966 did not operate on hatred for 
any group of people but instead on an affectionate love for the 
Black community’s well-being (Newton, 1995).  For them, this 
love translated into developing an organization to confront 
police brutality against the Black community with the Services 
to the Peoples Programs aimed to address the symptoms of 
oppression in U.S. society. Additionally, they envisioned the BPP 
to raise the consciousness of Black Americans, which furthered 
their political agenda of strengthening the Black community’s 
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capacity for self-sufficiency and working towards liberation 
from oppression.
 The year 2016 marks the 50th anniversary of the founding 
of the Black Panther Party and their revolutionary approach to 
relieving Black suffering in urban communities through direct 
assistance combined with consciousness-raising. Yet, the BPP’s 
engagement of urban Black communities is largely absent from 
the literature of social welfare history. Popular perception 
of the BPP is largely negative, undoubtedly influenced by its 
classification as a hate group and conflation with the New Black 
Panther Party. 
 The ideological struggle and evolution of the Black Panther 
Party’s relationship with capitalism during the Free Breakfast 
Program in many ways overlaps with the social work profession’s 
struggle to balance social justice with professionalization. Like 
the BPP’s Service to the People Programs, social work provides 
direct assistance to vulnerable populations which is critical to 
their welfare, or survival, as the BPP put it. However, both the 
Free Breakfast Program and the social work profession often are 
dependent upon the financial and political support from the very 
institutions and systems they critique and seek to reform. Similar 
to how the BPP reassessed the role of capitalism in general and 
Black entrepreneurs in particular, social work could incorporate a 
social development perspective to advance social welfare within 
a globalized capitalistic system (Midgley, 2013). 
 The Free Breakfast Program has implications for social work 
practitioners in direct service, community practice, and those 
working for racial justice and criminal justice reform. Social 
workers could apply the example of direct assistance to address 
contemporary parallels of child hunger, food insecurity, and 
food deserts. Community practitioners and macro social workers 
could employ capacity building and organizing skills to facilitate 
community-based programs, recruit volunteers and train 
leaders, and build support from local businesses. This would 
be complementary with consciousness raising and political 
advocacy interventions. Such efforts would support social workers 
advocating against police brutality, racial disproportionalities in 
the criminal justice system, and mass incarceration (Pettus-Davis 
& Epperson, 2015).
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 The profession’s commitment to human rights should guide 
social workers to support organizations and movements that 
seek to improve the conditions of the Black community within 
American society (Androff, 2016). Social workers should help 
the public and political leaders to understand the value of such 
movements and organizations and how they are distinct from 
hate groups. A contemporary example to which social work can 
make this contribution is with movements such as Black Lives 
Matter (BLM). Much like the Black Panther Party of the 1960s, 
BLM addresses the disproportionate killings of Black American 
citizens by law enforcement through political advocacy and 
consciousness-raising (Copeland, 2016). However, unlike the 
BPP, which maintained a central headquarters in Oakland, which 
provided guidance to other chapters on program development 
and organizational activities, BLM is a decentralized organization. 
While this approach presents many opportunities to allow 
communities to focus on the issues most relevant to them, it also 
seems to have created unevenness in the delivery of services to 
the communities they seek to assist. This is an area of need in 
which social work as a profession may prove useful as an ally 
by helping community organizations like BLM put into practice 
important theoretical ideas. 
 
Conclusion
 This analysis of the Black Panther Party’s Free Breakfast 
Program reasserts the legacy of Black American community-based 
empowerment, highlights the positive contributions of Black social 
movements to social welfare, and points to the relevance of this 
program to contemporary social movements for racial justice, such 
as Black Lives Matter. The BPP’s Services to the People Programs 
were designed to translate Black liberation theory into practice for 
changing the lives of oppressed peoples (Bloom & Martin, 2013; 
Hilliard, 2008). Unfortunately, due to infiltration and destabilization 
by the FBI, the self-declared vanguard of the Black community, 
along with its free breakfast program, ended in 1982 (Abu-Jamal, 
2004). FBI director J. Edgar Hoover explained that the long-term goal 
of COINTELPRO was to prevent the rise of a “Messiah” who could 
unify, electrify, and excite the Black community to begin a second 
American revolution. Because of this primary objective, none of 
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the BPP’s services, like the Breakfast for Children Program, or their 
Messiah-like leaders, Huey P. Newton and Bobby Seal, were spared 
from the FBI’s attempts to undermine them. 
 Despite the federal government’s success in disrupting 
the program and ultimately undermining the BPP, it has not 
extinguished the flame of liberation within the Black community 
in the struggle against oppression and for human rights. The 
example of the Free Breakfast Program is an inspiration for 
contemporary social movements within the Black community. 
Additionally, the BPP has inspired many Black social work 
practitioners, academics, and organizations to take action and 
demand changes for the benefit of the Black community and 
society at large. Consequently, the BPP has been successful in 
consciousness-raising, despite being disbanded, by inspiring 
new generations to fight for human rights, liberation, and 
equality and justice for all people.
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The	field	of	social	work	is	becoming	increasingly	savvy	regarding	the	
financial	lives	of	people,	but	despite	seeming	conclusive	and	resolved,	
knowledge about payday loan borrowing is still nascent. To under-
stand it more thoroughly, this study employed descriptive and inferen-
tial multivariate quantitative methods using cross-sectional secondary 
data from the 2013 Survey of Consumer Finances (n = 6015). Results 
revealed	that	many	of	the	simple	differences	found	in	descriptive	analy-
ses	of	demographic	characteristics	no	longer	predict	differential	payday	
loan borrowing when controlling for other characteristics. Contrary 
to prior research, results showed that payday loan borrowers are not 
more likely to be female, younger, unmarried, lower income, or His-
panic. They are, however, more likely to be African-American, to lack 
a college degree, and to live in a home they do not own. Recipients 
of	social	assistance	were	approximately	five	times	more	 likely	(OR	=	
5.2) to be payday loan borrowers than those who did not receive so-
cial	assistance.	The	absence	of	statistically	significant	differences	in	the	
proportion of payday borrowers in income quintiles is notable. This 
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paper contributes to addressing the Social Welfare Grand Challenge of 
building	financial	capabilities.
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 Over the past quarter century, the field of social work has 
become increasingly savvy regarding the financial lives of peo-
ple. Among others, the works of Karger (2005), who introduced 
the field to the perils of the fringe economy, Stoesz (2014a) who 
linked personal financial services and the political economy, and 
Sherraden (1991), who suggested that people who are poor can 
and do save money given the right supports, have been instru-
mental in starting and maintaining the conversation about how 
poor people manage their money and what types of institutions 
either help or hinder financial stability. Their work paved the 
way for an emerging subfield of social work known as Financial 
Capabilities and Asset Building (FCAB). The American Acade-
my of Social Work and Social Welfare (n.d.) has deemed FCAB 
to be one of the twelve “Grand Challenges” of Social Work for 
the 21st Century (Sherraden et al., 2015).
 It is against this backdrop that there has been a surge in 
seeking understanding about individual economic behavior 
as well as the landscape of rapidly evolving financial services. 
One financial service that seems to have captured our attention 
is the field of Alternative Financial Services, and specifically 
payday lending. The past ten years has seen a steady stream 
of research, reports, and media stories regarding the locations 
of payday lenders, characteristics of payday loan borrowers, 
merits and wickedness of payday loans, and resultant policy 
prescriptions. A rapidly changing environment, however, de-
mands the question, “Do we know what we think we know?” 
about payday loan borrowing? This study updates the body of 
previous research, and utilizes a nationally representative data-
base to describe payday loan borrowers and predict the use of 
payday loans.
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Payday Loans
 Payday loans are a way to borrow small amounts of mon-
ey without a credit check. In general, they are small short-term 
cash loans up to $500 or so that are repaid on the borrower’s 
next payday (Consumer Financial Protection Bureau [CFPB], 
2013b). Almost any adult with a checking account and job or 
other source of income (like social assistance or Social Security) 
can qualify for an initial payday loan. The borrower writes a 
post-dated check and is given cash minus a fee that is charged 
for the transaction, typically $15 per $100 loaned. At the end of 
the two weeks, on the borrower’s “payday,” the lender cashes 
the check, and recoups the loan plus the fee (CFPB, 2013b). 
 Payday loans are an expensive way of borrowing money: in-
terest rates charged by payday lenders are typically 390% APR 
(annual percentage rate) for a two-week loan. Lenders justify 
this rate in two ways. First, people with poor credit histories 
pose an increased risk of default, and this risk is offset by high 
interest rates (Duffie & Singleton, 2012). Second, lenders argue 
that using an APR to describe the interest paid on a payday 
loan is misleading, since these loans are meant for short-term 
purposes only (Check ‘n Go, 2017). Using a service like payday 
loans or a check-cashing service can be much more expensive 
relative to income and/or assets for someone who is poor than 
for someone who has more resource flexibility.  For example, 
paying a fee of $45 to borrow $300 for two weeks from a payday 
loan translates into an annual percentage rate (APR) of 390% (26 
weeks x 15% = 390%). While payday loans are intended to be 
short-term, 60% of borrowers take out 12 or more loans per year, 
which means that a typical borrower pays back $793 for a $325 
loan (Rivlin, 2010). 
 The history of payday lending is short but substantial. Be-
fore 1990, there was no organized payday lending in the Unit-
ed States, but that quickly changed as the financial services 
sector liberalized in that decade. During this time, a financial 
innovation known as securitization was applied to all forms of 
consumer debt, which enabled a host of high-interest subprime 
loan products to be made available to the public (Hyman, 2012). 
In just fifteen years, the number of payday lenders grew to be 
over 22,000, more than the number of McDonald’s, Burger King, 
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Sears, J.C. Penney, and Target stores combined (Karger, 2005), 
and this number is holding steady today (Bourke, Horowitz, & 
Roche, 2012). Given this rapid expansion during a time of in-
creasing hardship for low-income households (Stoesz, 2014a), it 
is notable that there was no state regulation on payday lenders 
before 1995 (Caskey, 2003). Currently, the practice is legal in 38 
states, with restrictions on the terms of payday lending in 11 of 
these states (National Conference of State Legislatures, 2015). 
 Payday lenders tend to be located in low- and middle-income 
neighborhoods, especially neighborhoods with a high migrant 
or a military population (Apgar & Herbert, 2006).  An exten-
sive study on the geographic location of 15,000 payday lenders 
shows that they are concentrated around military bases (Graves 
& Peterson, 2005).  The zip code that encompasses Camp Pend-
leton Marine Corps Base, for example, has more payday loan 
businesses than any other zip code in California.  Estimates of 
the number of military families who have taken out a payday 
loan range from 7%–25% (Henriques, 2004).  Pentagon Federal 
Credit Union representatives say that soldiers and their families 
have increased financial stress because of deployments, status 
changes that cause gaps in pay, low pay compared with civil-
ians, and gaps in financial literacy (Stevens, 2007).  The U.S. De-
partment of Defense criticizes these lenders who prey on per-
sonnel, most of whom are young recruits and are financially 
inexperienced, and assert that “predatory lending undermines 
military readiness, harms the morale of troops and their fam-
ilies, and adds to the cost of fielding an all volunteer fighting 
force” (Department of Defense, 2006, p. 9).
 There is considerable popular and academic debate regard-
ing the merits and detriments of payday lending. Some schol-
ars have outlined the multiple facets of this debate, specifically 
regarding the extent to which payday lending is predatory or 
“evil” (Bertrand & Morse, 2011; Stoesz, 2014b), welfare-enhanc-
ing or deteriorating (Lim et al., 2014b), and an expression of eco-
nomic inequality (Redmond, 2015).  As part of the literature that 
describes the exploitation of poor people by the fringe banking 
industry (Baradaran, 2015; Caskey, 1994; Squires, 2004), stories 
abound of people becoming inextricably caught in a debt trap 
with multiple payday loans, or “rolling over” loans, i.e., tak-
ing out one to pay off another, over and over until money just 
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seems to bleed openly from the (usually low-income) individual 
(Karger, 2005; Rivlin, 2010). As such, other scholars have out-
lined steps that might be taken by individuals, communities, 
and in the policy arena to ameliorate the problem (Caplan, 2014; 
Kirsch, Mayer, & Silber, 2014; Squires, 2004; Stoesz, 2014b). That 
said, there are claims in the popular media that payday loans 
“are good for millions of people” (Isaac, 2013, n.p.) and that they 
might not be “as evil as people say” (Dubner, 2016). Some schol-
ars have even argued that payday loans may actually help peo-
ple who have encountered a natural disaster (Morse, 2009).
 Reliable data on the general extent of payday loan borrow-
ing is fairly established. The cross-sectional Survey of Consum-
er Finance suggests that the prevalence is growing, as 2.4% re-
ported taking out a payday loan in 2007, 3.9% in 2010, and 4.2% 
in 2013 (Board of Governors, 2014a). Payday loans remain the 
choice of last resort for those in need, according to the most 
recent Survey of Household Economics and Decision making, 
meaning that consumers will explore and utilize other borrow-
ing opportunities before taking out a payday loan (Board of 
Governors, 2016). Stegman (2007) estimated that 5% of the U.S. 
population has used a payday loan. Personal stories of payday 
loan borrowing can inform us about the experience of individu-
als (Coclanis, 2001; Karger, 2005), but the question remains, who 
borrows and why do they borrow? The accurate portrayal of 
payday loan users is key to our understanding of the payday 
loan phenomenon, yet scholarly evidence is not as deep or as 
wide as one might think. 
 Among highly-cited peer-reviewed articles, several stud-
ies offer descriptive insight regarding payday loan borrowers, 
but suffer from major limitations. Karger’s (2005) case-study 
research shows that payday loan borrowers are mostly people 
who are economically marginalized, though resource-con-
strained people in the middle class can also borrow. Stegman 
(2007) asserts that borrowers tend to be concentrated in Afri-
can American neighborhoods, but these results are extrapolated 
from research conducted by a non-profit organization in North 
Carolina and are not generalizable. Lawrence and Elliehausen 
(2007) conducted a telephone survey of payday loan users and 
described borrowers as younger than non-borrowers, but did 
not examine race except in the case of frequent users, where 
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they found that race was not a factor. Barr (2009) found that 
people who overdrafted on their bank accounts were five times 
more likely to use payday lenders. Despite their limitations, 
these studies form the foundation of knowledge upon which 
claims are made regarding payday loan borrowers.
 Building the field further, more rigorous methods have been 
employed to understand borrower characteristics. A secondary 
analysis of the 2009 Current Population Survey shows that pay-
day loans are used to replace lost income and meet basic needs, 
and researchers conclude that they are associated with a reduc-
tion in food insecurity (Fitzpatrick & Coleman-Jensen, 2014). In 
a multivariate analysis on Chapter 7 bankruptcy cases, it was 
found that home ownership and household incomes higher 
than the median income, two key economic indicators of mid-
dle class status, were associated with less usage of payday loans 
(Lim et al., 2014a). Another analysis of the same dataset suggests 
that the amount of student loan and medical debt were associ-
ated with more money borrowed from payday lenders (Bick-
ham & Lim, 2015) which is consistent with Ansong, Chowa, and 
Grinstein-Weiss’ (2013) findings that future orientation is mut-
ed in the absence of assets and leads to less economic stability. 
Birkenmaier and Fu (2016) found that a substantial portion of 
people with strong financial knowledge and behaviors are us-
ers of alternative financial services, of which payday lending is 
a component. 
 Policy centers and government entities have conducted sub-
stantial research on payday loans, though this research is en-
tirely descriptive and suffers from predictive power. A Center 
for American Progress analysis of the 2007 Survey of Consumer 
Finances showed that people who used payday loans tended 
to have less income, assets, and wealth and be single women, 
people of color, young people, and those with less education-
al attainment (Logan & Weller, 2009). This finding, referenced 
considerably in the consumer finances literature (see Xiao, 
2016), however, was the result of a univariate analysis of de-
mographic characteristics, and did not control for interactions 
among these demographic or financial characteristics. In work 
by Pew, a random-digit dialing, bilingual survey was conduct-
ed by an independent research firm and findings confirmed 
previous findings on race, education, income, marital status, 
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but not gender (Bourke et al., 2012). The Federal Deposit In-
surance Corporation’s Survey of Unbanked and Underbanked 
Households (FDIC, 2013) provided descriptive statistics on bor-
rowers, finding that African Americans, Latinos, people who 
are young, and people with low incomes are the most common 
users of payday loans. Using data from payday lenders them-
selves, the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (2013a) found 
that borrower (not household) incomes were most commonly in 
the range of $10,000–$40,000. 
 Research on people who receive government benefits and 
their use of payday loans is even sparser. Stegman and Faris 
(2005) examined credit use and credit impairment among 610 
Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) recipients. 
TANF recipients were 70% less likely than other low-income 
families to have a bank account, and half of TANF recipients 
were unbanked. However, Stegman and Faris also found that 
TANF recipients did not differ significantly in financial services 
behavior in comparison with other low-income families and did 
not have any more significant debt, chronic borrowing behav-
ior, or use of payday or pawnshop loans. 
 A conclusion from a close examination of research across 
academic and non-profit realms on payday loan borrowing 
shows that knowledge on this subject is still in nascent form, 
despite seeming conclusive and resolved.
 
Theoretical Framework
 The theoretical framework through which we examine the 
use of payday loans is shaped by the concepts of sustainable 
livelihoods and social exclusion. A sustainable livelihood is the 
ability and resources to sustain life in a given society and is 
an approach to understanding day-to-day economic behavior. 
It is contrasted with theories that consider economic behavior, 
and in particular borrowing, across the life course (see Ando & 
Modigliani, 1963; Baek & DeVaney, 2010; Friedman, 1962/2002; 
Modigliani & Blumberg, 1954). Scoones (1998) stated that a live-
lihood is sustainable “when it can cope with and recover from 
stresses and shocks, maintain or enhance its capabilities and 
assets, while not undermining its natural resource base” (p. 5). 
Seefeldt (2015) found that very poor households borrowed to 
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maintain their livelihood, often with financially devastating 
consequences. To the extent that payday loans are a resource 
of last resort, they serve as a coping mechanism to maintain 
a sustainable livelihood in an environment of stagnant wages, 
income volatility, and the shift of financial risk onto the house-
hold (Gosselin, 2008; Hacker, 2008) that comprise the economic 
context for all but the most affluent Americans.
 Social exclusion is a conceptual framework used to under-
stand poverty and social fracturing. Developed in Europe, it 
describes disintegrating social cohesion and increasing margin-
alization that leads to inequality, disadvantage and deprivation 
(European Commission, n.d.). Conceived of as relational in na-
ture, it describes how individuals and groups become detached 
from mainstream human-capital promoting social institutions. 
In addition to people who are economically marginalized, 
groups of people, based on race, ethnicity, or other marginaliz-
ing status, also experience social exclusion. In fact, social exclu-
sion has strong overlaps with institutionalized racism, especially 
considering how Phillips (2011) finds it operating on the micro, 
mezzo, and macro levels, and this concept may be a key in opera-
tionalizing institutionalized racism. Financial exclusion is a facet 
of social exclusion, when groups of people do not have access to 
mainstream financial institutions or are targeted by alternative 
lenders, such as the payday loan industry. 
Study Purpose
 As illustrated in the literature review, a significant limitation 
to the current body of literature regarding payday lending bor-
rowers is that it is largely descriptive and fails to illuminate any 
relationship between the receipt of social assistance and payday 
borrowing among people seeking financially sustainable lives. 
This study provides current descriptive and predictive infor-
mation from one of the premier personal finance datasets avail-
able, the Federal Reserve Board’s Survey of Consumer Finances 
(SCF). This research investigates the following questions:
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1.  Do the demographic and financial characteristics of 
payday loan borrowers differ from non-borrowers?
2.  Controlling for demographic and financial char-
acteristics, what are the predictors of payday 
loan borrowing among groups of interest to pol-
icy makers? 
3.  What are the reasons that borrowers give for tak-
ing out a payday loan? 
4.  Are recipients of social assistance more likely to 
be payday borrowers than non-recipients?
Method
Sample
 The 2013 SCF, which was released to the public by the Board 
of Governors of the Federal Reserve System in 2015 and is the 
most current data available, includes a range of demographic 
and personal finance characteristics from 6,015 U.S. households. 
The SCF includes financial information obtained from U.S. 
households on issues such as income, pension, spending, debt, 
and the use of financial services. The rationale for using the 2013 
SCF to collect information on payday borrowing is that the SCF 
is a dataset of choice for researchers who study financial capa-
bility, especially changes in debt (Bucks, Kennickell, & Moore, 
2006; Bucks, Kennickell, Mach, & Moore 2009; Duca & Rosen-
thal, 1993; Kennickell & Shack-Marquez, 1992). Sampling for the 
SCF is conducted in a two-step process: first, an area-probabil-
ity sample is drawn that is nationally representative; secondly, 
a supplemental sample is drawn from tax-return records and is 
added to the first sample. Weighting procedures assure that the 
dual-frame sampling procedure results in nationally-represen-
tative estimates of households of varying financial capability 
and complexity (Kennickell, 2007). 
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Variables
 The outcome variable of interest for these questions is the yes/
no answer to the survey question, “During the past year, have 
you (or anyone in your family living here) taken out a ‘payday 
loan,’ that is, borrowed money that was supposed to be repaid in 
full out of your next paycheck?” (Board of Governors, 2014b).  
 To answer the first and second research questions, this anal-
ysis—consistent with prior descriptive literature—considers race, 
gender, education, marital status, work status, household size, in-
come and age as demographic variables that may inform the like-
lihood of payday loan borrowing. In the SCF, race is treated as 
four groups: white, black, Hispanic and “other”, which includes 
Asians, Pacific Islanders, Native Americans, as well as people who 
claim two or more races/ethnicities or do not answer the question 
at all. For our analysis, education is identified as receiving a col-
lege degree. Marital status is single or married. Work status in-
cludes three possibilities: those with full-time employment; those 
with part-time employment; and those without any employ-
ment. Age is included as a continuous variable, along with age 
squared to account for any curvilinear relationship with payday 
borrowing. The natural log of income is used when controlling 
for income to account for a high positive skew associated with 
high-income households. Regarding financial characteristics, the 
analysis considers eight dichotomous personal finance-related 
variables: homeownership; ownership of a credit card; denied 
credit during the past 5 years; more than 2 months late in repay-
ing loans/mortgages; spends more than income; spends the same 
as income; ability to borrow $3,000 from friends or family; and 
receipt of social assistance. Social assistance, as measured by the 
SCF, includes the receipt of benefits from any of the following: 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP); Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF); and/or Supplemental Se-
curity Income (SSI). 
 The third research question is investigated by examining 
responses to the payday loan follow-up question, “Why did 
you choose this type of loan?” Respondents who indicated that 
they or a household member had received a payday loan in 
the preceding 12 months selected from 12 possible motives for 
borrowing. The fourth question—whether recipients of social 
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assistance are more likely to be use a payday loan—is addressed 
by incorporating the binary social assistance variable in the re-
gressions as an explanatory variable. 
Design
 To answer our research questions about payday loan bor-
rowing, descriptive and inferential quantitative methods were 
employed using cross-sectional secondary data from the 2013 
Survey of Consumer Finances, using STATA (version 14) statis-
tical analysis software (StataCorp. 2015).
Procedure
 After obtaining IRB waivers from our respective institutions, 
we analyzed a sample of 6,015 households from the 2013 SCF 
using Stata (Version 14.1). Consistent with all recent descriptive 
reports on payday lending from other nationally-representative 
data (e.g., Bhutta, Goldin, & Homonoff, 2016), a relatively small 
4% (3.7% unweighted; 4.2% weighted) of households indicated 
having taken out a payday loan in the past year (Board of Gov-
ernors, 2014a). 
 Like other surveys, the SCF suffers from missing data, par-
ticularly when participants are asked numerous questions about 
sensitive financial information and behavior. Unlike other sur-
veys, the Federal Reserve provides researchers data that are pre-
pared for multiple imputation procedures. The SCF uses a mul-
tiple imputation technique which results in five implicates of its 
6,015 households which are combined using repeated imputation 
inference method (RII) to derive an estimate and adjust the vari-
ance around that estimate that accounts for the uncertainty intro-
duced by any missing values. As opposed to single-imputation 
techniques, which fill in missing data points with a single imput-
ed value, multiple imputation replaces the missing values with 
several values that have been created using a stochastic process 
to mimic the sampling distribution of the missing values (Mon-
talto & Sung, 1996). As recommended by the Federal Reserve, we 
used all five implicates of the SCF when calculating point esti-
mates and their associated variances using Rubin’s RII (Montalto 
& Sung, 1996). 
30 Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare
 Moreover, as recommended in the SCF Codebook (Board of 
Governors, 2014b), all standard errors are further adjusted to 
account for households’ unequal probability of selection due to 
the SCF’s complex sample design. These sample design adjust-
ments are made via the use of 999 replicate weights provided 
by the Federal Reserve for use in a bootstrapping routine that 
adjusts variances for the dual-frame sample design (Board of 
Governors, 2014b; Center for Financial Security, 2015). All re-
sults presented here are weighted to reflect the U.S. population, 
with standard errors that adjust for both missing data and sam-
pling design.
 To address each of the research questions, descriptive esti-
mates of key variables used in our analyses are first described, 
along with bivariate tests for differences between those who 
did, and did not, receive a payday loan. Then, multivariate lo-
gistic regression models estimate the likelihood of payday loan 
borrowing conditioned on a host of standard sociodemographic 
characteristics as indicated by the contemporary theoretical and 
descriptive literature. Finally, we conducted a post-hoc multi-
variate logistic regression analysis to estimate the likelihood of 
payday loan borrowing by recipients of social assistance that 
shows interactions on variables of interest. 
Results
Demographic and Financial Characteristics of Payday Borrowers
 The estimated 5.1 million U.S. payday borrowers, or 4.2% 
of households, were spread across all income quintiles as fol-
lows: the lowest income quintile (4.4% of respondents); the sec-
ond quintile (6.6%); the third quintile (4.5%); the fourth quintile 
(3.9%); and the highest income quintile (1.2%). Chi square tests 
did not indicate any significant differences in payday borrow-
ing rates among the income quintiles (c2 (4) = 3.913, p = .42). When 
treated as a continuous variable, however, borrowers’ mean in-
come of $45,372 was significantly lower than non-borrowers’ 
mean income of $89,869. 
 A descriptive analysis shows that borrowers are dispropor-
tionately female; African-American; Hispanic; poorer; unmar-
ried; less educated; younger; and recipients of social assistance 
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than non-borrowers. Payday loan borrowers inordinately report 
spending more or the same as their income, but do not have 
credit cards to the extent reported by non-borrowers. Payday 
loan borrowers disproportionately reported being denied credit 
as well as being more than two months late paying bills and 
loans. This group also reported being unable to rely on friends 
or family for financial assistance to a much greater extent than 
their counterparts who do not borrow from payday lenders. 
There were no differences between borrowers and non-bor-
rowers by family size or by the number of hours they work per 
week, regardless of work status. Descriptive characteristics of 
the payday loan borrower sample are reported in Table 1.
Predictors of Payday Borrowing
 Results from the logistic regression analysis predicting pay-
day loan borrowing reveals that many of the simple differences 
found in the descriptive analyses of demographic characteris-
tics are no longer predictive of differential payday loan receipt 
when controlling for other characteristics in the model. Taking 
into account the range of demographic and financial behavior 
factors used in this analysis, payday loan borrowers are not 
more likely to be female, younger, unmarried, lower income, 
or Hispanic. Payday loan borrowers are, however, more likely 
to be African-American, lack a college degree, and to live in a 
home they do not own. The multivariate model also offers in-
sights into the precarious financial situation of payday loan bor-
rowers. Payday loan borrowers are more likely than non-bor-
rowers to live without certain other financial safety nets that 
allow one to smooth consumption, such as credit cards or the 
ability to borrow money from family or friends, and they have 
a greater incidence of being denied credit in the past. Across 
demographic groups, borrowers are more likely to be late pay-
ing bills, spend more or the same as their income, and report 
the receipt of publicly-financed social assistance (SNAP, TANF, 
and/or SSI). Regression results are displayed in Table 2.
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Table 1. Weighted Frequency distribution of payday loan borrowers, 
non-borrowers, and full sample, 2013 SCF (N=6,015)
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Social Assistance and Payday Borrowing
 Based on the first regression model’s results and the evi-
dence of the correlates of payday lending available in the lit-
erature, a second model that incorporated several alternative 
empirically-driven interactions was specified to more fully un-
derstand the relationships among demographic and personal 
finance characteristics, the receipt of social assistance, and pay-
day loan borrowing. The interaction model revealed that recip-
ients of social assistance were approximately five times more 
likely (OR = 5.2) to be payday loan borrowers than those who 
did not receive social assistance. Interactions indicated that re-
cipients of social assistance who were African American were 
approximately 65% less likely to use a payday loan; those who 
were late paying their bills were approximately 70% less like-
ly to borrow; and those who were not homeowners were more 
than 70% less likely to be payday loan borrowers. 
Rationale for Payday Borrowing
 Payday loan borrowers reported a variety of reasons for tak-
ing out the loan. Respondents were read a list of twelve reasons, 
and they chose their primary motive for borrowing. Table 3 
shows these twelve reasons in rank order. Eighty-three percent of 
the sample identified one of four primary reasons to borrow from 
a payday lender (for an emergency expense, because the loan was 
convenient, to pay other bills or loans, or because it was identified 
as the “only option” for the borrower). Over a quarter of people 
reported that they (or a family member) needed the loan for an 
emergency, and nearly a quarter said that the payday loan was 
primarily used because it was a convenient option.
  
Discussion
 Although the bivariate comparisons seemed to confirm 
the results of prior studies (Barr, 2009; Logan & Weller, 2009), 
the significance of several demographic factors was not sus-
tained in the regression models. Most notably, after account-
ing for the host of demographic and financial characteristics in 
our models, payday loan borrowers were not more likely to be 
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female, younger, unmarried, lower income, or Hispanic, which 
is contrary to findings of other descriptive research. It is possi-
ble, however, that our use of the household as the unit of anal-
ysis, rather than the individual borrower, obfuscates these rela-
tionships. The likelihood that one is a payday loan borrower is 
higher, however, if the household respondent is African Amer-
ican, lacks a college degree, rents their home, or receives social 
assistance, which sustains several claims made by previous 
researchers. That said, the introduction of the social assistance 
interaction term shows that African Americans who received 
social assistance were actually less likely to have been borrow-
ers, suggesting that the interplay among race, social assistance, 
and borrowing is nuanced and researchers must consider the 
role that means-tested government support plays in lending.
 African American use of payday loans may be explained 
by the history of exclusion by mainstream financial institutions 
and the legacy of redlining. Since the 1930s, African Americans 
have been systematically denied access to credit (Gordon, 2005); 
and redlining, the banking practice of denying loans based on 
Table 3. Ordered Ranking and Proportion of Reasons Given for 
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Running head:  PAYDAY LOANS   
 
  
Table 3 
Ordered Ranking an  Proport on of Reasons Given f r Payday Loan Borrowing, 2013 SCF 
 
Reason     Ordered Ranking  Proportiona   
Emergency     1   26.8 
Convenience     2   24.1   
Pay other bills/loans    3   18.6  
“Only option”     4   13.1 
Buy medicine/medical payments   5   5.3 
Help family     6   2.9    
Pay utilities     7   2.5 
Pay rent      8   2.2 
Buy food     9   1.5   
 Vehicle expenses other than gas   10   1.5    
“Christmas”     11   1.0 
Buy gas      12   0.5 
Totals         100 
Note:  n=225 (5.08 million weighted)  aWeighted proportion of sample. 
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racially defined neighborhoods, was a common practice until 
the 1970s (Aalbers, 2014). More recently, redlining accusations 
have been leveled against retail services (Kwate, Loh, White, & 
Saldana, 2013) and credit card companies (Cohen-Cole, 2011). As 
recently as September, 2015, the U. S. Department of Justice and 
the CFPB imposed fines on a New Jersey bank in response to 
allegations of redlining (Heitman, 2015). 
 Recipients of social services, although clearly not the only 
people living on the economic fringe, are also more likely to 
make use of payday loans. Receipt of social assistance was a 
significant predictor of payday borrowing once it was included 
as an interaction term. However, three variables (African Amer-
ican, late on loans, and renter) that interacted with receipt of 
social assistance were associated with a lower likelihood of pay-
day borrowing. African American racial identification, when 
joined with social assistance, predicted a significant decrease in 
the likelihood of payday borrowing. The risk of default on debt 
and other obligations, or eviction due to non-payment of rent, 
may be higher for recipients of social assistance, but their finan-
cial behavior seems to suggest an understanding that payday 
borrowing is not a long-term solution to inadequate resources.
 While the primary reasons for payday borrowing by re-
spondents were for emergencies and other necessities, the next 
most commonly reported reason was convenience. Considering 
that age and income were both predictors of payday borrowing 
in this sample, when joined with the high ranking for conve-
nience, this data suggest a shift in the clientele for payday loans. 
Payday borrowers do exist among the young, poor, single, wom-
en, people who receive welfare and others in precarious finan-
cial situations who are living on the economic fringe, but to this 
customer base have been added an older and higher earning 
clientele utilizing payday loans as an additional mechanism for 
income smoothing. In this context, the absence of statistically 
significant differences in the proportion of payday borrowers 
in income quintiles is notable. Our analyses suggest that TANF 
recipients, like other consumers, may be rational actors who 
borrow as much as they think they can afford to pay back, and 
piece together a safety net from the various income-generating 
possibilities available (Kindle & Caplan, 2015). 
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 When people need to make budget decisions between com-
peting necessities (e.g., rent, medical bills, food, or car repairs), 
some may be helped by the availability of short-term payday 
loans. Only 46% of American households reported cash on 
hand to deal with an unexpected $400 financial need, 31% of 
respondents admitted that they had no means of dealing with 
such an event, and 4% admitted they would use a payday loan, 
deposit advance, or overdraft (Board of Governors, 2016). Sur-
prisingly, even 19% of households with incomes over $100,000 a 
year did not have $400 in cash to deal with an unexpected need. 
When other sources of credit are unavailable, payday loans can 
be a short-term solution to lack of money, primarily because of 
the simplicity and ease of qualifying for the loan.
 As with all consumer credit offerings, regulation is neces-
sary to prevent lender abuse. The recent proposal to regulate 
and eliminate consumer debt traps, which would apply to 
payday lending, would require payday lenders to weigh the 
borrower’s capacity to repay and require a minimum 60 days 
between loans (CFPB, 2016). Alternatively, the proposed reg-
ulations would protect borrowers by requiring the lenders to 
extend the loan for 90 days with monthly payments reducing 
the principal each month with full payment due at termination 
or providing a no fee extended payment period after 90 days 
(CFPB, 2016). If passed, this would mark the first national regu-
lation enacted for the civilian population; regulations, starting 
in 2006 and strengthened in 2015, already exist in the U.S. for 
military personnel and their families (John Warner National 
Defense Authorization Act, 2006; United States Department of 
Defense, 2015). Regulations may decrease consumer access to 
payday loans to some extent, but sensible regulations like these 
may sustain the continuing existence of the payday loan indus-
try and protect payday borrowers, while maintaining what has 
become a valuable source of credit. Unfortunately, at the time of 
this writing, Financial CHOICE Act of 2017 has passed the U.S. 
House of Representatives, and if ratified by the Senate, would 
take away CFPB’s ability to regulate the payday loan (and car 
title loan) industry (HR 10, 2017).
 Over the last two decades, the payday loan industry has ma-
tured and perhaps become mainstream. The literature is con-
flicted about whether or not payday loans improve or depress 
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the well-being of individuals, though it is clear that the field 
of social work should be aware of the practice itself (Lim et al., 
2014b). While it is beyond the scope of this paper to weigh in on 
this debate, this research provides the fields of social work and 
social welfare with an understanding of payday loan borrower 
characteristics, and contributes to our shared work in address-
ing the Grand Challenge of building financial capabilities. 
Acknowledgements: Special thanks to Dr. Neil Gilbert and Dr. Mi-
chael Holosko for review and support.
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Through in-depth interviews with thirty women and men politicians, 
this paper investigates their unpaid work as parents and their paid 
work.	 Using	 Goffman’s	 (1959)	 concepts	 of	 “front	 stage”	 and	 “back	
stage”	 performances,	 the	 author	 argues	 that	 the	 women	 and	 men	
developed strategies to do this work. Decisions about whether or not 
to	run	for	their	first	job	in	politics	were	gendered.	Another	finding	was	
that the experiences of their families and the making of public policies 
were	gendered.	The	women	organized	 their	 “village”	while	 the	men	
saw their fathering roles in terms of scheduling dad time. Finally, there 
were	differences	among	the	men;	some	of	the	men	made	“choices”	about	
their fathering that led to a cost to their paid work careers.
Key	words:	gender,	work/family	conflict,	parenting,	qualitative,	Goffman
Introduction
 
The	Presentation	of	Self	and	Work/Family	Conflict
 In their article on work/family conflict, Banerjee and 
Perrucci (2012) analyze the prevalence of employee benefits 
and whether the existence of work/family policies is related to 
a lower perceived work/family conflict for a group of workers 
from the United States. Using data from the National Study of 
Changing Workforce (NCSW, 2002), they use survey data from 
“I Play Golf With My Kids,
Not My Colleagues:”
Politicians, Parenting,
and Unpaid Work as a Choice?
Cheryl Najarian Souza
University	of	Massachusetts	Lowell
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3,504 workers to look at possible gender and race differences. 
Their impressive study finds that despite the prevalence of 
conventional employee benefits, few are actually related to 
reduced work/family conflict. Instead, they uncover that what 
does reduce the work/family conflict for these workers is when 
employees have flexible work-time provisions. A supportive 
workplace culture is also related to less work/family conflict, 
but they find that primarily it is the flexibility that has enabled 
these workers to reduce work/family conflict. They also find 
that women experience more work/family conflict than men. 
 Although this study of politicians is related to these ideas 
about work/family conflict, it adds to our understandings about 
how people manage their work and family lives in several ways. 
First, I analyze how a group of workers manage their work/
family conflict experiences and how they actually describe 
them in a social context. Second, I highlight how flexibility for 
these workers is key, but that it varies by gender, especially in 
how they discuss scheduling time for work and family and 
the spaces in between. Finally, unlike the workers in Banerjee 
and Perrucci’s (2012) study, a requirement of these politicians 
was that their career success depended on how they presented 
themselves publicly. Thus, the findings in this study add to 
theoretical discussions about how we come to know what we 
know about the meanings and definitions of work and family 
as well as gender. 
 Erving Goffman (1959) is one of the most noted sociologists 
who wrote about the concept of the presentation of self 
in everyday life to discuss how identities are created in a 
social context. He has argued that social actors manage their 
impressions of who they are by a series of “front stage” and 
“back stage” performances, and that how others perceive 
them is also part of the process of identity making (Goffman, 
1959). He has also written about the concept of stigma and how 
identity work is connected to individual performances of one’s 
identity and to larger social institutions such as work and family 
(Goffman, 1963). The concepts of “front stage” and “back stage” 
performances can also be applied to politicians to illustrate how 
they did this work in their careers and family lives.
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Work and Family Literature and the Concepts of Public and Private
 Bianchi and Milkie (2010) categorize the major highlights 
in the work and family research in the first decade of the 
21st century and they find that from 2000–2010 there are six 
central topics that have emerged in the work/family research, 
which include: gender, time, and the division of labor in the 
home; paid work: too much or too little; maternal employment 
and child outcomes; work/family conflict; work, family, stress, 
and health; and work/family policy. They also make a claim 
that scholarship in these areas was inspired by an increased 
diversity of workplaces and of families, by methodological 
innovations, and by the growth of a community of scholars 
in the work/family area. This study on politicians adds to this 
thriving body of scholarship by investigating politicians as a 
focus of study in the work and family research area. Politicians 
are unique in that the ways in which they seemingly balance 
their work and family lives is seen as public domain. By looking 
at both women and men in these positions, this study seeks to 
compare and contrast their experiences and to add to the work 
and family literature. 
 Various scholars have investigated the connections between 
work and family and argued that work and family are interconnected 
(DeVault, 1991; Galinsky, 2001; Gerson & Jacobs 2001; Hochschild, 
1997; Moen & Han, 2001). In addition to this scholarship, others 
have used interdisciplinary feminist and sociological lenses when 
looking at the complexities of the topic of work and family (Hansen 
& Garey, 1998). Smith (1987) has argued for a “generous approach 
to the notion of work” and has advocated for an investigation 
of how people organize their lives around their busy work and 
family schedules. Work, then, includes both paid and unpaid labor. 
Recent research has also argued for a “generous” concept of work 
approach and the idea of looking at “invisible work” or work that is 
often not seen by the naked eye when analyzing projects of social 
justice and inclusion (DeVault, 2014). This research on politicians is 
in line with this scholarship, as well, and supports the idea that it is 
important to take an interdisciplinary perspective when viewing 
work and family while working towards social justice in work and 
family spaces.
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 Hansen (2005), who applies such perspectives, has written 
about the concept of “interdependence” and how it relates to 
family, kin, and social class. In her book, Not-So-Nuclear Families 
(2005), she follows four family networks, which represent each 
of the four social classes, and argues that despite the American 
ideology of individualism, these families rely on networks 
of care to help raise their children. Her findings indicate that 
while class positions do account for some differences in how 
caregivers manage work and family, the structural organization 
of workdays and school schedules are a barrier to families 
who are struggling, in many ways, to exist. Her findings also 
suggest that caregivers must strategize, often in very complex 
ways, about how to manage dual-career families with the 
responsibility of raising children. 
 There is little known, however, about the gender differences 
and similarities of politicians in terms of their public and private 
lives. This study adds to this scholarship by investigating 
how a group of people who create public policies think of 
themselves in their role as public officials, as well as in their 
positions as parents and as part of the paid workforce. In this 
study of politicians, I investigate how they manage their private 
family lives, which are part of a larger public representation 
or discourse of the family. Unlike the participants in Hansen’s 
(2005) study, the ways in which the politicians “do family” is 
under public scrutiny. 
 In her Introduction to the Special Issue of the Journal of 
Family Issues volume, Janning (2008) outlines how scholars 
might look at examples in popular culture to analyze the 
conceptualizations of homes and families and the concepts 
of public and private. As she states, the study of public and 
private as it pertains to families and family roles is not entirely 
new (Hochschild, 1997); however, how these definitions are 
portrayed by the media is understudied. In a more recent piece, 
she investigated how gender plays a role in the creation and 
preservation of family photographs (Janning & Scalise, 2015). 
Her findings in this study reveal that gender as well as age 
played a part; however, she finds that women were more likely 
to take primary responsibility of the actions needed to maintain 
the photographs, which is consistent with the idea of “intensive 
mothering.” Although this study of politicians is not about 
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media representations of these individuals, there is a theoretical 
connection to these studies. In this study, I am interested as well 
in how these politicians as mothers and fathers navigated and 
framed their identities so that they were seen as good parents as 
well as workers.
Recent Literature on Fathers
 Since Banerjee and Perrucci (2012), in their quantitative study, 
argue that women experience more work/family conflict, I wanted 
to see if this was the case for this sample of workers who literally 
perform their identities as part of their job description. Although 
social scientists have recently been giving fathers more attention 
in their research, it still remains an understudied area. The 
work/family area and fatherhood is even less written about by 
scholars and deserves our attention to more fully understand the 
experiences of working families.
 Lupton and Barclay (1997) use poststructuralist theory to 
analyze the representation of fatherhood in psychology, sociology, 
and the health sciences. They also look at fatherhood and how it 
is represented in television, film, advertisements, and child care 
and parenting manuals and magazines. Finally, they also rely on 
four case studies of men’s own accounts of becoming first-time 
fathers. They find that the experience of fatherhood encourages 
“new” or “involved” fathers who can express and foster their 
nurturing feelings, but is juxtaposed with men that are still 
expected to fully participate and act as providers through their 
paid work experiences (Lupton & Barclay, 1997). The men of this 
study represent another generation of fathers and the discourses 
surrounding them—how they present themselves in their daily 
lives influences how they think of themselves and their families. 
 More contemporary studies of fathers include macro 
approaches such as looking at policies that govern fathering, 
which include paternity leave polices. In their comparative 
analysis of paternity leave policies in forty-four countries, 
scholars have found that a surprisingly small number of 
countries are devoted to family equity (Feldman & Gran, 2016). 
Since the men of this study are in a unique position to create 
these policies, it is interesting to investigate how they themselves 
think of their fathering work in conjunction with their role as 
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policy makers and how they represent that in the public eye. In 
other more micro approaches, sociologists have looked at the 
challenges that stay-at-home fathers face and argued that these 
fathers are starting to transform traditional and new ideals of 
fatherhood as well as to create a new definition of masculinity 
(Solomon, 2014a, 2014b). The fathers of this study are certainly 
not stay-at-home fathers; however, their stories and how they 
present themselves in their daily work and family lives offers 
important knowledge about the “new” working father who is 
trying to do it all—work for pay and be as involved as possible 
in the lives of their children.
Methods
 This research is based on thirty in-depth interviews with men 
and women politicians in a northeastern state about their lives 
as mothers and fathers and about their paid work experiences as 
public officials. All respondents were given a pseudonym to ensure 
confidentiality. All interviewees were either state representatives 
or state senators, and I interviewed fifteen men and fifteen women. 
I interviewed twenty-one state representatives, and of these, ten 
were women and eleven were men. Of the nine state senators 
interviewed, five were women and four were men. Respondents 
ranged in age from age thirty-three to seventy-three. Twenty-
nine were married, one was divorced, and all respondents had 
children or a child who lived with them. Four of the respondents 
had grandchildren. Twenty-four of the respondents were White, 
three were Jewish, two were African-American, and one was 
Hispanic. I asked respondents how they perceived their family’s 
economic status according to the following scale: very comfortable, 
comfortable, somewhat comfortable, or struggling to get along. Two 
individuals described their status as very comfortable, nineteen 
respondents described themselves as comfortable, and nine said 
that they were somewhat comfortable.
 All respondents were asked to participate in face-to-face 
semi-structured open-ended interviews with me, where I 
focused our discussions on the work they did in their paid jobs 
and the work they did as parents. All interviews were audio-
taped, and the majority of them took place at their place of paid 
employment. Additionally, some interviews were conducted 
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in the community at their other office locations, a diner, and a 
public library. Research questions for this investigation include:
•  How do public officials experience their work and 
family lives, and how do the perform these iden-
tities?
•  What might it mean to be a public official and to 
balance a public and private life?
•  How might these experiences vary between and 
among men and women?
•  What are the struggles and privileges they experi-
ence in their positions, and how do they negotiate 
these?
•  How might they resist gender stereotypes that are 
perhaps imposed on them by larger societal defi-
nitions of gender?
 I began the interviews by asking participants questions about 
their educational experiences and then moved on to discussions 
about their first jobs. Then, I asked them to construct a chronology 
of their jobs and how it led into their current careers. I also 
asked them about their involvement with public policies in their 
current jobs and how they became interested in these policies. 
Also, I posed questions regarding their relationships with their 
partners and children to ask how these experiences have affected 
their daily lives. I paid particular attention to the obstacles that 
they faced in their positions as workers, mothers, and fathers and 
the times when they seemed to resist these barriers. Through the 
use of grounded theory method, I let the analysis grow out of 
their stories and relied on an open coding method of analysis 
(Bogdan & Biklen, 1998; Glaser & Strauss, 1999). In the tradition 
of feminist methodologies and oral histories, I sought to do the 
work of “excavation” to make these stories and the work that 
these women and men were doing visible to those who might 
not know of them, while also situating myself in the process 
(DeVault, 1999).
 As I began to code the data, various themes began to emerge 
from their interviews around the topics of getting into politics, 
personal connections, family, and public policies, scheduling, 
and the “choice” and cost of their unpaid work for fathers. There 
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were variations between the men and women on these themes. 
The ways in which they did the work of mothering and fathering 
greatly influenced their paid careers. There were also variations 
among them, particularly, the men, in terms of how they were 
able to do the work of fathering in their societal positions.
Findings
 What follows are four major themes that emerged from the 
data with regards to how these men and women experienced 
their public and private work lives. Using Goffman’s (1959) 
concepts of “front stage” and “back stage” performances, I will 
analyze how they did this and how the presentation of self is 
gendered. First, I will analyze how respondents got into politics 
and how this varied by gender. Next, I analyze the personal 
connections among these politicians to their families and public 
policies and how this varied by gender. In the third findings 
section, I discuss how respondents described how they viewed 
themselves in terms of being a parent and a worker. This theme 
illustrates the finding that women found their two roles more 
integrated and relied on flexibility, while the men discussed 
how they navigated being a parent as a worker in terms of 
scheduling time. The fourth and final theme involves how 
these individuals thought of themselves and how they made a 
“choice” about the work of fathering their children and working 
in the paid workforce.
 
Getting	into	Politics
	 Decisions	 to	Run—“I	would	 love	 to	have	a	wife.”	Although the 
seven respondents who shared about their decisions to run as 
something that they also discussed with their spouses, as well 
as their children, there did seem to be some differences with 
regards to these decisions along gender lines in their roles as 
mothers and fathers. When referring to the experience of running 
for their current political office, women were the ones who 
seemed to delay their desire to run. For example, Grace, a fifty-
four year old, White, economically very comfortable, married, 
state representative told me that she waited until her youngest 
daughter got into high school and was very “careful” about 
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when she ran. Grace, who has two daughters ages twenty-six and 
nineteen and a son who is twenty-four, talked it over with her 
husband and children before she began her campaign. She knew 
that running would put her “whole family in a fishbowl” and said 
that, as it turned out, “running was a good thing.” However, she 
was indeed strategic about when she chose to do this, because of 
how she perceived it would affect her ability to be a mother to her 
children. This suggests that she tried to keep her private family 
life separate from what would eventually become her public paid 
work life, until she was ready to have her family be in the public 
eye. The strategy she used, then, of knowing how to manage 
her performance as a mother and worker in a changing social 
context, was critical for her being elected. First, she had to be seen 
as a good mother. Then, she could run for office.
 Another example is Cynthia’s story. Cynthia, a state senator, 
is sixty-nine years old, self described as Jewish and White, 
economically comfortable, married, and has three children 
and four grandchildren. She mentioned that she did not run 
for office when the kids were growing up “because it’s a seven 
day a week, fifty-two week a year job.” She also mentioned that 
there are “few women with young kids here,” which suggests 
that unlike their male counterparts, the majority of the women 
waited until their children were raised before running for 
their current positions. Cynthia, like Grace, also told me that 
she waited until her kids were grown and had graduated from 
school, and that she was fifty-four years old when she went into 
politics. Cynthia’s experience, then, also highlights that she had 
to strategize and be seen as a good mother before she could 
engage in the paid work of a politician.
 Half jokingly, she said regarding men and women in politics, 
that, “I would love to have a wife,” which suggests that the job 
of being a state senator allows little time to do the unpaid work 
of being a mother and wife. She also mentioned that she could 
not go into politics when the children were younger because 
of financial reasons because the pay was so low. To do her 
current job, she had to take a “lateral move” where she was a 
Joint Chairperson of a committee so that she could be in the 
Senate and Chair her own committee. Thus, unlike the men, the 
women had stories of still struggling even when they entered 
the political arena and they were constantly negotiating their 
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role in the legislature and in their paid work experiences. While 
the men often grappled with how to manage their current jobs 
and moving up, they did not, as the women shared, seem to 
consider their positions as fathers when running for their 
current jobs.
	 Getting	elected	as	a	 family	affair.	Once a respondent actually 
decided to run, the lines between their private family lives and 
their public jobs seemed to become more blurry. Carl is fifty 
years old, White, comfortable, married and has three children 
who are all in their twenties. He is a state representative with 
deep ties to his community, who when I asked about what it was 
like getting elected, told me that, “it was as if all five of us ran 
for office.” Similar to this story, Samuel, a state representative 
who is sixty-three years old, Jewish, somewhat comfortable, 
married and has two children in their twenties, told me when 
he ran that, “we were concerned about getting elected.” These 
statements, both by men, suggest that the men’s experiences of 
running for office were that they worked as a team with their 
respective families to get elected and that they were all in it 
together. The men, then, had to navigate being a father and 
worker; however, unlike the women, the men actually seemed 
to use their families as a way to make them seem likeable or one 
who should be elected into office. The women seemed to have 
to get their timing right so that they were not necessarily seen 
as doing both at the same time. This suggests that the work of 
being a politician is indeed gendered.
 Similar and yet different to these stories is the story of Farrah, 
the youngest respondent in the sample, who is thirty-three years 
old, African American, comfortable, married with two small 
children under the age of five, and is a state representative. 
Although she had a similar story, in terms of getting and staying 
in office, she commented that to do her job, “you can’t do it without 
family support.” She proceeded to explain that she has a large 
extended family, that both her mother and father help care for her 
two small children, and that her husband has a very flexible work 
schedule. Her story suggests, and possibly is due in part to her 
status as a woman as well as her age, that the family was not only 
helpful in getting her elected, but that they are also a key factor 
in keeping her in office. This story differs from those of the men. 
In other words, for the women and the men, getting into politics 
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was a family affair, but for the women, especially, staying in it 
greatly depended on family support to assist with their unpaid 
work of raising their children. Therefore, as the women adapted 
and managed their performances in their changing work and 
family lives, the support of their families in their careers was a 
key factor in terms of helpful them do the work of mothering.
	 Decisions	not	to	run	for	their	first	job	in	politics.	No man in the 
study spoke about others telling them not to run for their current 
position due to being a father. The women were different in this 
regard, as they had to strategize when they would have their 
children, raise them, and also time it right with the opening 
of a political seat in their community. These strategies are a 
kind of work that is unique to the women of this study, and 
by studying both their work and family lives we can see how 
they navigate these experiences. There was one example where 
a community actually pressured a woman not to run for her 
position. Tammy is a sixty-two year old, White, economically 
comfortable, married, state senator who has two sons ages 
thirty-six and thirty-four. Although when she ran first for a 
position in the House of Representatives, she “agonized” over 
her decision, she still said it “felt right” to do so. Despite this, 
people in the community told her she should not run because of 
her two small children. No man in this study had such a story of 
running for political office, which suggests that the experiences 
of being policed by the community in terms of their positions as 
mothers and fathers was based on gender, and the women faced 
different obstacles than the men in terms of getting into politics 
in the first place.
Personal Connections, Family, and Public Policies
 This section analyzes the intricate ways in which the politicians 
navigated their private family experiences along with their jobs in 
public office and how it influenced their work on public policies. Six 
of the thirty respondents described a deep personal connection to 
the policies that they worked on and their current family lives. Of 
these, three were men and three were women. Fifteen of the thirty 
respondents discussed a direct correlation between the policies they 
work on and how they grew up in their families. Of these fifteen, 
seven were men and eight were women.
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	 “I	came	here	to	give	a	voice	to	the	children	and	the	elderly.”	Libby, 
who worked as a social worker with the elderly population 
and then stayed home to raise her kids, is a forty-six year old 
state representative who is White, somewhat economically 
comfortable, and is married. Her elderly mother lives with her 
and her family. She has four children who are ages seventeen, 
fifteen, thirteen, and nine. Her oldest son, who is seventeen and 
whom she describes as someone who “sees things differently,” 
is autistic. Libby said the following:
L:  The work I do here is very much reflective of my 
life. I have this autistic son that’s clearly made an 
impact on my life. I understand the special education 
system. I understand disability. I understand what’s 
not out there that should be out there. And I’ve got this 
82-year-old mom living with me, and I understand the 
needs of the aging population through my previous 
career. So I try to really meld it all together. So those 
have become things that I’m best known for here. I 
have a lot of colleagues who have either constituents 
or family members with autism and I will try to meet 
with them and talk them through what that’s all 
about, and the shock and the grief of going through 
that kind of diagnosis, and then what you need to do 
after that to give your child the best possible chance. 
You get a lot of those kinds of requests. And then other 
people asking me, “what are we doing for seniors in 
our state?” I have colleagues that look to me to sort 
of ask what we’re doing and what we need to do. I’ve 
been able to take the lead on those two things, which is 
really great. I mean, everyone has an area of expertise. 
For some people it’s banking. For others it’s insurance. 
Those things bore me to tears. But thank God there are 
people that like that. That’s why they came in here…
But that’s not why I came in here. I came in here to try 
and give a voice to the children and to the elderly. 
 Libby talks about how she uses her personal experiences 
of having an elderly mother and a son with autism to inform 
her of how to change policies regarding the rights of these 
groups of people. In this way, her unpaid work of caring for her 
mother and son, as she states, are “meld[ed] together.” Second, 
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she has become the spokesperson for people with autism in 
her work setting. Her colleagues intentionally seek her out for 
how to handle cases with their own constituents or even family 
members. This is not work that she is paid for, but she considers 
it a part of her job that she loves and is good at. She also does this 
for the elderly and helps her colleagues navigate these issues in 
their districts. Her life experiences with an elderly mother and 
a son with autism are exactly why she went into politics. The 
men did not tell their stories in this way. Libby literally does the 
work of “giv[ing] a voice” to those that might not be heard and 
uses this knowledge to fight for social justice and the welfare of 
these individuals.
 Rooting for the underdog. Christopher is a fifty year old state 
representative, who is White, economically comfortable, and 
married with three adult children ages twenty-five, twenty-
three, and twenty. He is working on policy issues that revolve 
around the topic of public education and economic development. 
Christopher discussed how he stayed back in school in the first 
grade and that school was always very challenging for him. 
Here is what he said about his family upbringing:
C:   My school experiences were very challenging. During a 
different time, I probably would have been [considered] 
a special education child … My whole life I have sought 
out and supported and helped the underdogs. I’ve done 
it my whole life. 
 Christopher is sympathetic to those that may struggle 
in school and his own personal story has impacted his work. 
The way in which he frames his narrative and work, however, 
is that there is a power difference—he is and has in the past 
“sought out and supported and helped the underdogs” or 
those that are seen as less fortunate than him. This suggests 
that although he personally connects and can sympathize with 
these constituents, he is not one of them. The women discussed 
their role in this process in a different way.
	 “A	citizen	of	the	world.”	Karen is a sixty-six-year-old state repre-
sentative who is Jewish, somewhat economically comfortable, 
and is married. She has three adult children who are ages forty, 
thirty-eight, and thirty-five and seven young grandchildren. The 
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policy areas that she works on include health care, prison reform 
and women and children in prison, nursing, and education and 
teaching children to be, as she described it, “globally smart.” This 
was how she told her story:
K:    I think probably what has influenced me in many ways 
is my family, growing up with the parents that I had 
and probably those were the influences of my early life 
and early choices. My father was a German Jew who 
came here in [the 1930s] … he grew up in Germany 
during the beginnings of the rule under Hitler and 
he actually had to leave Germany … he transferred 
to Italy and finished his medical education in Italy 
and he came to this country … and met my mother 
here and they married … So I grew up in a family 
that I think cared very much about social justice, and 
my father having experienced what he experienced 
and his parents actually were fortunate to get out of 
Germany …And so having that as my background, I 
think created an atmosphere of social justice and just 
an interest in democracy. And the ability to vote and 
pay taxes and be a part of your community I think 
were very strong values that my parents both had and 
I would say that that was a huge influence on my life 
going forward … So I think I always had in my mind 
that I wanted to give back or help others … and I had 
the idea of being able to reach out across the world. I 
think my father always considered himself a citizen 
of the world and that’s kind of the atmosphere I grew 
up in.
 Karen also describes how she was able to complete her 
nursing degree and then trained for the Peace Corps, but that 
she did not end up going because she got married. After this, 
she took ten years time off of her paid work to raise their three 
children. Although she considers herself as someone that 
“help[s] others,” as a daughter of immigrants, she describes this 
as part of the work of social justice and her being in a global 
context. By stating that her father was a “citizen of the world,” 
she navigates policies in her work to make people, “globally 
smart.” A finding, then, is that the women seemed to have a 
different sense of their connection to their communities than 
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the men. Rather than seeing them as helping those “under” 
them, they saw themselves as part of their local and global 
communities.
 The	 impact	 of	 “colored	water.”	Patricia is a fifty-six-year-old 
state representative and attorney who is White, economically 
comfortable, married and has two children ages eighteen and 
ten. When she grew up, her family moved from the Northeast 
to the South before the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and she saw 
the South at the height of racial segregation. Here is how she 
described her journey of becoming involved in politics:
P:  I never expected to run for office. I was interested 
in politics even as a child and interested in ideas 
generally in history … It was unusual for women to 
run for office. My parents were not at all political … 
My father always used to say, “you can’t fight city 
hall.” And I used to wonder, “why not?”… My parents 
voted, but apart from that, I wouldn’t describe them 
as politically involved. And growing up, we moved to 
[the South] before the passage of the Civil Rights Act 
of 1964. So I got to see American apartheid, which was 
really shocking to a kid coming from a place where 
everybody was the same color … There was this 
absolute divide … There were no integrated schools. 
There were not integrated neighborhoods. And the gas 
station would have restrooms for white people and if 
you were lucky, they had a wooden privy for colored. 
And it was just appalling. And no one could or would 
explain it to me, which made me feel really let down 
by the adults in my life. I remember being in a grocery 
store with my parents and my uncle. There were two 
water fountains next to each other and one had a sign 
over it that said “colored water.” And I turned it on 
and I looked at it and I turned the other one on. I went 
to my parents and I said, “the sign says it’s colored 
water, but I can’t figure out what color it’s supposed to 
be.” And they laughed. And I said, “what is funny?” 
And my uncle said, “oh, well, the sign doesn’t mean 
it’s colored water. It means it’s for colored people to 
drink.” And I said, “but why?” And I could tell that 
my parents were embarrassed. Nobody even offered 
any kind of an explanation … I was not a conformist.
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 For Patricia, this was a turning point in her life, where she 
continued to question everything that she was taught in school, 
went to law school, had her family and eventually, as she 
described it, “backed into” politics. Although Patricia “never 
expected to run for office,” the context that she grew up in in 
the rural South prior to the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and seeing 
racism firsthand gave her a particular perspective on life where 
she questioned everything that she was taught. Despite that 
the climate was one where it was, “unusual for women to run 
for office,” she did, because her upbringing made her question 
the norm. A self-described, “nonconformist,” she did the work 
of thinking that another way of life was possible, and through 
her work and family experiences has sought to create that life, 
not just for herself, but for the members of her community. The 
social justice work that she does is unique then and based on 
the experience of her gender; experiencing the effects of sexism, 
she was able to question things like racism in her paid position 
as a politician. 
Scheduling: The Village and Scheduling Time
	 “If	 I	 didn’t	 have	 the	 village.”	Katherine is thirty-nine years 
old, White, economically comfortable, married and has a four 
year old son. She currently works as a state representative and 
holds a leadership position. After discussing her educational 
background and early job experiences, I asked Katherine if 
she could describe the role she has in her family. She began 
by talking about her four-year-old son and how she tries to 
negotiate caring for him along with full-time work:
K:  There’s a state-wide hearing early in the morning, so 
that was the best way I could coordinate with my 
son being in school. He’ll be in school, so by the time 
I’m done with the hearing, it won’t interfere with his 
schedule or mine. 
C:  I remember seeing a picture, with you as a kid and 
your son all attending the same school as part of your 
campaign. I wondered if you had any more kids?
K:   No … Raising a child is a whole ‘nother thing. And 
work, luckily I have my family around and that is 
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how I do it. I would not be able to raise my son if I 
didn’t have the village. You know, it takes a village to 
raise a child. I’ve got my parents, who are both retired, 
who live half a mile from my house, who are deeply 
involved. And my sister. My mother-in-law looks after 
him one day a week. And the upside of that is, it isn’t 
like I have set times with any of them. It’s like crazy 
scheduling week to week, but I try to be around on 
Friday and keep the rest of my days full as much as 
I can. I try to start early and I try to coordinate my 
work life with his school life and with the exception of 
[things that come up]. A very positive element of being 
a rep. is that I really can kind of set meetings. It’s like 
right now we’re meeting at this time. If you suggested 
5:00, I would have just said no.
C:   Because that’s probably like supper time.
K:  It depends. I mean that’s the thing. You know, on 
Wednesdays I have a meeting at five. Just the ability 
to be able to do that makes all the difference in the 
world. Flexibility matters enormously when you are 
raising young children. Working, not working, part-
time. If you have the ability of some flexibility, it is just 
the difference of night and day. Any working mother 
will tell you that.
 The village and flexibility are key to raising her four-year-
old son. Without them, she would be unable to hold her dual 
position as a public official and mother. Curiously, she uses the 
language of a famous woman politician and recent presidential 
candidate, Hillary Clinton, about it taking a village to raise a 
child. In some ways, it is as if she is using this public discourse 
surrounding mothering to connect herself to others in both her 
work and family roles. She also connects herself to working 
mothers especially by saying “any working mother will tell you 
that.” Katherine’s “front stage” performance to me is, then, that 
she is just like any working mother, but her “back stage” work 
that she does to achieve the status as a worker and mother is 
significant. Without her organizing the family support of her 
mother, father, mother-in-law, and sister, she would not be 
able to have the flexibility to do her job. I would argue that her 
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presentation of self is that she is able to do both, but according to 
her comments, it takes a lot of work to puzzle out the schedule 
between her work and home life to achieve this balance and 
identity as a working mother.
 In her last campaign, Katherine used a picture of her as a child 
and her son who now attends the same school she did, with a 
picture of the school in the background. The picture also included 
photographs of her grandmother and father when they attended 
this school. This suggests that there is an intimate linkage between 
her family and work life. The way in which she presents herself, 
then, is as someone who is intimately and biologically connected 
to this particular community—and this was something that gave 
her great success in getting elected for office.  
 I argue that the sense she has of herself in her family life 
has collapsed with her identity as a public official so that the 
personal is indeed political. The way she negotiates this in 
the interview and how she talks about her role as a politician 
and mother, then, are intertwined, as is shown in the above 
example. When she discusses the role she has in her family, it is 
impossible for her to not discuss her work schedule and how she 
develops strategies to manage both work and raising a child. In 
this way, her “front stage” and “back stage” performances of 
being a worker and mother are inextricably linked together.
 Scheduling Dad time. While the women often talked about 
their roles as mothers and public officials as inextricably linked 
and how they were the ones primarily in charge of the care of 
their children, the men in this study had a slightly different 
way of discussing how they experienced their lives as fathers 
and politicians. Of the fifteen fathers in this study, five of the 
men talked about fatherhood in terms of scheduling time. 
While no woman spoke about motherhood in such a way, it was 
interesting to hear how the men talked about being fathers and 
balancing it along with their jobs in public office. Their roles as 
fathers and workers seemed more separated than the women in 
this study, especially in how they presented themselves through 
their stories. 
 Alberto is forty-four years old, Hispanic, economically 
comfortable, married, and has three children. His two daughters 
are ages six and two, and he has a son who is four. He has been 
a state representative for ten months. He was elected to this 
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position after working in the county district attorney’s office, 
where he worked with victims of sexual assault. When asked 
about what kind of father he is, he said, “I’m Mr. Dad from 6:30 
until 8:45 AM.” He told me that his role as a father was to wake 
the kids up and to get them ready for school. He also said that he 
tries to structure his work schedule so that it does not interfere 
with his kids’ soccer and dance lessons. He also mentioned to 
me that he and his wife saw his job as not a permanent one 
because of its two year term. 
 Scott, another state representative, who is thirty-seven 
years old, White, economically comfortable, married, and has 
four small children, spoke similarly about his role as a father. 
When asked about his role as a father, Scott said, “I’m the 11 to 
7 guy.” He said that since his wife is usually exhausted in the 
evenings after being home with the children all day, if one of 
the kids wakes up in the middle of the night, he will provide the 
caregiving during this time. He also stated that he gets the kids 
up in the mornings and makes them their breakfast.
 These fathers, due to their positions as elected officials, were 
being pulled in many directions by the various demands of 
their jobs, and in many cases, additional jobs, as many of them 
were also attorneys or real estate agents. Unlike the women, 
however, they instead used time and scheduling as a strategy 
for doing fatherhood to make sure that they spent time with 
their children, even though they were usually not the primary 
organizers of caregiving in their families. This differed from 
the women, like Katherine, who even though she also worked 
full-time, was in charge of organizing the care of her son. 
	 “It’s	situational.”	Benjamin, a state representative who is thirty-
seven years old, White, economically comfortable, married, and 
has three children, ages eight, five, and three, described how he 
blocked off chunks of time in his schedule for his kids’ skating 
lessons and sports, while his wife takes care of the children 
during the week. Although like Alberto and Scott, he discussed 
scheduling dad time, he also discussed how managing the 
children is also “situational.” Benjamin’s wife is a lawyer who 
also works full-time, and his mother-in-law takes care of the 
children three days a week. Here is how he described his role as 
a father:
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B:   I try to be involved. I try to coach a lot. I coach my 
oldest’s basketball (team) and when she did soccer, I 
did that. I try to be involved with homework when I 
get home. If my wife hasn’t already had them finish 
up, I try to jump in and see where I can be helpful … 
I go to the days at school. On the weekends … when 
I’m not doing stuff … we try to do stuff together, 
whether it be just playing games or going to the park 
… [My wife] is a saint. She does all the stuff before I 
get home at night … So, really during the week, she 
really is the one…If there’s something that comes up, 
most of the time, except like this morning, she had 
to be in court and we had a little problem with my 
son, I came in a little later. I dealt with it and brought 
him to school. He didn’t want to wear his pants. He’s 
having a pants problem. [laughter] … Just didn’t like 
them. But it was school picture day, so we had them 
all lined up. So, I bribed him with a Dunkin’ Donuts 
doughnut and we went up there for twenty minutes 
and hung out, and then I dropped him at school … 
[How we manage the kids]—it’s situational.
 Benjamin’s story represents a link between Katherine’s story, 
in which flexibility was key for managing her paid and unpaid 
work, and between the stories of Alberto and Scott, who discussed 
how they did the work of fathering in blocks of time. Although 
Benjamin stated that he also scheduled dad time, he also articulated 
that sometimes it was necessary for him to step in outside of those 
blocks of time. Due to the flexibility of his paid work, he was able 
to do this and juggle both roles while his wife went to court. Still, 
she is the primary caregiver and organizer for the children, while 
he views his role of more of one who “helps” out with the children. 
For those fathers that chose to spend even more time with their 
children, it came, as they told me, at a high professional cost.
The	“Choice”	and	Cost	of	Unpaid	Work	for	Fathers
	 “I	 play	 golf	 with	 my	 kids,	 not	 my	 colleagues.”	Although the 
above fathers talked about fatherhood as something that they 
worked to fit into their paid work schedules, three other fathers 
talked about fatherhood as a kind of “choice,” which they chose 
over their paid careers. Thus, there were differences among 
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the men and how they experienced fatherhood. For some, this 
“choice” also came, as they described to me, at a professional 
cost. Three out of the fifteen men told me about making choices 
that affected their careers and limited them being promoted. 
 Lenard, a fifty-year-old, White, economically comfortable, 
married, state representative spoke about being a father to his 
three boys and how it has affected his career. He said, “I play 
golf with my kids, not my colleagues. This choice has led to me 
not being able to move up the leadership food chain.” Lenard is 
very involved with his sons, ages fifteen, fourteen, and twelve, 
and participates in their football, baseball, and school activities, 
and has been a very active coach as well as father. Also, 
he told me that he has wanted to be there for his oldest son, 
especially, since his son has some issues regarding his mental 
health. By choosing to spend leisure time with his sons and not 
his colleagues, Lenard resists using the strategy of his peers, 
who do business on the golf course to climb up the corporate 
ladder. The privilege of his somewhat flexible job allows him to 
spend time with his sons and to also make a difference in the 
community, but he also has refused to sacrifice his family life to 
move up in his paid work. By choosing to prioritize fatherhood 
over his job, he has sacrificed moving up in his career.
	 Not	running	for	higher	office.	Two male senators that I spoke 
to about their role of being a father told me off the record about 
having to make tough choices where they also chose their 
families over their careers. To them, as well as for Lenard, the 
choice was not seen as a sacrifice, but they also recognized that 
it did indeed impact their career path. For example, Kenneth, a 
forty-six-year-old, White, somewhat economically comfortable, 
married, state senator, has two young sons ages four and two. 
Kenneth said that although he was considering running for a 
higher office, he and his wife were in the process of discussing 
that, and he was probably not going to run. He told me that it 
was an extremely tough decision because seats do not open up 
every day and you might miss an opportunity. However, he also 
shared with me how he had established himself professionally 
and completed his education and became a father later in life, 
and that was what was most important to him. He said he did 
not wish to jeopardize his family for the sake of his career. This 
finding suggests that, despite their privileged positions, the men 
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still had to make choices in how they presented themselves in 
their daily lives and how they managed their “front stage” and 
“back stage” performances of being fathers and paid workers.
	 “I	didn’t	want	to	be	a	part-time	Dad.”	Brandon, another state senator 
who is thirty-seven years old, White, somewhat economically 
comfortable, married, and has two young daughters ages five and 
four, shared with me that, after talking with his wife, he made the 
decision not to run for a federal position in Congress. He said that 
he had worked for and watched a mentor of his do this, and he saw 
his mentor begin to lose connections with his family. Brandon told 
me, “I didn’t want to be a part-time dad.” He used this philosophy 
when writing a press release to his constituents who had urged 
him to run. Brandon said that he wanted to represent being a 
“good father” and that doing the job at the federal level would not 
allow him to do this. In the press release to his constituents about 
why he chose not to run for this federal position, he wrote:
B:  In the end, I realized that while anyone can be a 
Congressman, I am the only one who can be a father 
to my two daughters … And that is the reason that I 
announce today that I will not seek election to Congress 
… Nothing brings me greater joy than spending time 
with my wife…and my daughters … My daughters are 
very young, and I want the opportunity to see them 
become the incredible adults I know they will grow 
to be … But I want to do more than watch them from 
a distance, or to be a part-time parent … In my heart, 
I know that the most important thing I will ever do is 
make a difference in the lives of my own children. 
 The structural organization of the job limited the men in such 
a way that they were, despite being privileged in many ways, put 
in positions where they had to refuse moving up in their political 
careers to be involved fathers. This represents a shift in fathering 
and political officials, as many of the men told me that their dads, 
due to their generations, worked all the time and they wanted to 
be more involved in the lives of their children. Being in political 
office has put them in a unique position, in that they are able 
to do the work of caregiving and are put under close scrutiny 
by their constituents when they do not. Their fathering practices 
represent an interesting shift in this new generation of fathers.
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Conclusion
 This study has investigated the paid and unpaid work of men 
and women politicians, while paying close attention to uncover 
how and if gender matters in the presentation of self in everyday 
life. Goffman’s (1959) concepts of “front stage” and “back stage” 
performances, I argue, is a useful theoretical framework when 
examining how people create their identities in a social context. 
One limitation of Goffman’s work is that he was not primarily 
concerned with gender in his analysis, and using the data from 
this study we can see that the sample of men, in particular, 
had differences among them as a group when they navigated 
being paid workers and fathers in the twenty-first century. 
I argue that his ideas about identity work are still useful for 
scholars interested in such things as work/family conflict and 
how individuals are managing complex lives within the ever-
changing social institutions of work, family, and gender.
 One finding of this study is that decisions of whether or not 
to run for their current political positions varied by gender. For 
the women, they often had to be strategic about when they chose 
to run, and they often waited until their children had finished 
school before doing so. Women were sometimes told not to run 
for their current political positions if they had small children. 
Men, however, were not policed in this way and as they tried 
to advance to higher offices; members of the community often 
encouraged them to run, especially when considering careers 
in federal politics. While women struggled to get positions in 
state politics, men, once there, had to make decisions about what 
kind of father they wanted to be within their current roles and 
whether or not they wanted to continue to move up. Women, as 
this study shows, were not usually afforded this opportunity or 
“choice.” This suggests that it is indeed the social institutions of 
the paid workplace and conceptualizations of gender ideologies 
within the family that are gendered. How the women and men 
of this study navigated these dynamics led to them being seen 
as good mothers, fathers, and workers by the larger society.
 Another finding of this study was that respondents expressed 
having a personal connection to policies that they worked on in 
their capacities as politicians. Although there were similarities in 
how the men and women did this work, there were also differences. 
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The men seemed to think of themselves as “helpers” and ones who 
rooted for the underdog. Instead, the women included themselves 
as part of the group. As one woman described, she was raised to 
think of herself as a “citizen of the world,” and she worked very 
hard to bring global awareness to her constituents and also saw 
her place in the global community.
 A third finding of this study of politicians is that the way in 
which they presented and saw themselves as parents differed 
by gender and among the men with regards to the topic of 
scheduling their work and family lives. For the women, they 
seemed to be the primary organizers of care and did the work 
of getting together “the village” to help raise their children. 
The women also navigated their paid work careers due to the 
flexibility they had in their jobs as politicians and seemed to 
integrate their identities as mothers and paid workers. Lastly, 
they used their public image of themselves, often in campaigns, 
to illustrate themselves as “good mothers” who were connected 
to the community by their families and unpaid work.
 The men were able to father, as they told me, by scheduling 
blocks of time to do the work of being dads. Thus, I argue that 
they saw their identities as a father and paid worker as more 
separate from each other. Lastly, one father who had a similar 
story of his family and work life also added that sometimes the 
work of being a father was “situational,” because his wife worked 
and there were times where he had to step in to “help.” Although 
he still did not consider himself the one organizing the village, 
he navigated his dual-earner family on a situation-by- situation 
basis in some cases, when his wife could not be there. 
  One of the final findings of this work concerns this new 
generation of fathers, the pressures that they endured despite 
their privileged states, and how they made “choices” about how 
they did the work of fathering. Often, the fathers had to make 
decisions about what kind of father they wanted to be within 
their current roles and whether or not they wanted to continue 
to move up in their careers. For those fathers who “chose” to be 
a more integral part of their children’s lives, this led them to not 
being promoted within their current positions—a professional 
cost. Despite this, these fathers worked to redefine what it meant 
to be a political figure as well as a father and often stated this 
publicly to the community. This and the other findings suggest 
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that it is indeed the social institutions of the paid workplace and 
conceptualizations of gender ideologies within the family that 
are gendered.
 This study is useful to those in the social sciences and to 
those who work directly with families and family policies 
because it suggests that there is a shift in fathering and what it 
means to be an “involved” dad. Broadly speaking, this data adds 
to the growing body of literature in the work/family conflict 
area, sociology, gender studies, and family studies. By looking 
at such a group of individuals who do the work of “front stage” 
and “back stage” performances through their presentation 
of self in their everyday lives of working and parenting, it 
becomes clear that the social context and overall culture of the 
United States also impacts the decisions these individuals make 
in their home lives and work careers. As things continue to 
shift and more women are elected into political office who are 
mothers and more men politicians with children decide to be 
more involved in their family lives and childrearing, it will be 
interesting to see how people will campaign for higher office 
in the future to illustrate that they are not only good workers, 
but also good parents. We, as members of society, also have the 
good fortune to impact who is elected into these important roles 
and to perhaps one day shatter stereotypical gender ideologies 
and change the course of American history.
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Research	has	indicated	that	age	is	a	significant	predictor	of	tolerance	
toward sexual minorities. However, outdated measures and social de-
sirability	may	 hinder	 attempts	 to	 accurately	 detect	 bias.	 This	 study	
explores	attitudes	toward	gay	males	among	a	sample	of	students	in	the	
Midwestern	United	States.	We	investigate	the	influence	of	gender,	re-
ligiosity,	and	political	orientation	on	students’	attitudes.	Students’	po-
litical	orientation	was	found	to	be	the	strongest	predictor	of	attitudes.	
In contrast to previous research emphasizing the relationship between 
age and tolerance, our study suggests that socio-cultural factors have 
the	greatest	influence	on	bias.	This	has	critical	implications	for	social	
work educators working with students from conservative cultures.
Key words: LGBT discrimination, millennial students, social work ed-
ucation, anti-gay bias, social work practice
 The massacre of 49 people at an Orlando gay nightclub in June 
of 2016, identified at the time as one of the worst mass shooting 
in U.S. history (Santora, 2016), served as a critical reminder of the 
hostility sexual minorities continue to face. Following the shoot-
ing, a New York Times report reviewed hate crimes data from mul-
tiple sources, including the FBI and the U.S. Census Bureau. The 
report concluded that Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgendered 
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(LGBT) persons are twice as likely as any other minority group to 
be the target of hate crimes (Park & Mykhyalyshyn, 2016). Despite 
considerable advances in civil rights, intolerance toward LGBT 
persons continues to be a problem with significant consequences. 
 With its theoretical basis in the person-in-environment per-
spective, social work should be the profession most likely to rec-
ognize the systemic nature of homophobia. Unfortunately, the 
discipline seems curiously limited in its ability to address the 
issue from a macro perspective (Galarza & Anthony, 2015; Pelts, 
Rolbiecki, & Albright, 2014). Several studies have documented 
the lack of LGBT content in social work education and major so-
cial work journals, raising questions regarding how the topic of 
sexual minority oppression is prioritized within the discipline 
(Martin et al., 2009; Messinger, 2011; Pelts et al., 2014; Woodford, 
Brennan, Gutierrez, & Luke, 2013). Consequently, there exists a 
significant gap in social work literature addressing homophobia 
as a systemic issue, with institutionalized oppression rooted in 
the intersection of politics, gender norms, and organized religion. 
 This paper presents the results of a study that examined stu-
dents’ attitudes toward sexual minority persons at a mid-size 
public university in the Midwestern United States. Our purpose 
was to examine the influence of gender, religiosity, and politi-
cal orientation on college students’ attitudes toward gay males. 
Consistent with social work theory, socio-cultural factors ap-
pear to be the primary predictors of sexual minority prejudice 
across generational cohorts (Anderson & Fetner, 2008; Flores, 
2014). While previous research has documented the influence 
of demographic variables (e.g., gender and religiosity) on atti-
tudes toward sexual minorities, our research targets millenni-
al students using a more recently developed measure intended 
to discern subtle bias. We ask which socio-cultural factors are 
the stronger predictors of bias toward gay males among under-
graduate students, a population commonly assumed to be less 
prejudiced toward sexual minorities (Jones & Cox, 2015). The re-
search focused on attitudes toward gay males because previous 
data has indicated that gay men are subjected to higher rates 
of negative bias compared to lesbians and bisexuals (FBI, 2014; 
Lick, Johnson, & Gill, 2014). 
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 Flores (2014) noted the popular perception that “genera-
tional replacement” (i.e., younger persons displacing older, 
thus transforming social norms) is the most influential factor 
in changing attitudes toward the LGBT population. However, 
Flores’ analysis, which examined the differential impact of gen-
erational cohort and social environment, found cultural factors 
to be the strongest predictor of attitudes toward sexual minori-
ties. Similarly, although Anderson and Fetner (2008) found that 
younger people were generally more tolerant, differences in the 
political climate were most significantly associated with differ-
ences in attitudes toward LGBT persons.  
 Plummer (2014) hypothesized an historical ebb and flow 
in anti-gay attitudes, drawing on documented evidence of pe-
riods of liberalization followed by escalations in hostility and 
discrimination. Increased public hostility and legislation crim-
inalizing same-sex behavior have emerged in previously toler-
ant cultures such as Nigeria and the Caribbean. Plummer noted 
that similar shifts have occurred throughout history, such as 
the incarceration of gays and lesbians in concentration camps 
following a period of increased tolerance for sexual minorities 
in pre-Nazi Germany. 
 Researchers at the Gallup organization also documented 
this pattern of increasing and decreasing tolerance in response 
to political and cultural circumstances. For example, in con-
trast to the more liberal attitudes of the 1970s, Gallup reported 
a major decrease in public support for legalizing homosexual-
ity in the culturally conservative 1980s. Likewise, support for 
same-sex prohibitions increased following the Supreme Court’s 
upholding of Georgia’s sodomy laws in 1986 (Flores, 2014). In 
a Gallup survey as recent as 2008, over one thousand adults 
across the U.S. were asked their opinion regarding the “moral-
ity of homosexual relations.” Respondents were evenly divid-
ed, leading researchers to identify homosexuality as the most 
divisive of all social issues surveyed. According to the report, 
only abortion and physician-assisted suicide elicited similarly 
disparate reactions (Saad, 2008). Despite the popular perception 
of increasing public support, Gallup concluded that Americans 
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remain “highly ambivalent” on the subject of homosexuality 
(Saad, 2008, para. 12). 
Homophobic Discourse as Political Strategy 
 In condemning the Pulse nightclub shooting, the United 
States Holocaust Museum issued a statement noting the histor-
ical link between the persecution of sexual minorities and the 
rise of “extremist ideologies” (Hollinger, 2016, para. 2). Indeed, 
public opposition to authoritarian political systems often coin-
cides with state-sponsored campaigns targeting the LGBT com-
munity (Bosia & Weiss, 2013). By the same token, Jovanovic’s 
(2013) study on the evolution of the right-wing, Dveri movement 
in Serbia documented how the group was able to transform 
from a minor “clique” to an influential political force through 
the use of a public campaign condemning gays and lesbians as 
a threat to Serbian society. Scapegoating sexual minorities is an 
effective political tactic, as evidenced by its recurring use. This 
“creation of an internal enemy” (Jovanovic, 2013, para. 1) has 
been employed as a means of consolidating political power in 
such disparate cultures as China, Iran, Russia, and Indonesia 
(Soboleva & Bakhmetjev, 2015).  
 Graff (2010) posited that the anti-LGBT campaign in Po-
land and its alliance with anti-European Union forces reveals 
that homophobia is fundamentally political in nature. Political 
statements to vilify the LGBT community do not simply reflect 
cultural conservatism; they often serve as strategies to advance 
broader political agendas. A case in point is North Carolina’s 
Public Facilities and Privacy and Security Act, or HB2. Despite 
popular perception that the bill focuses solely on transgender 
persons and public restrooms, this issue refers to only one of 
the bill’s five sections. Additionally, HB2 nullifies existing LGBT 
discrimination protections, but also prohibits increases in the 
state’s minimum wage, and forces all job-related discrimination 
suits into the more complex and onerous federal system (Epps, 
2016; Martin, 2016). 
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 FBI hate crimes data show that in terms of aggregate number, 
the rate of LGBT victimization is second only to crimes based 
on race (FBI, 2014). However, further analysis by the Southern 
Poverty Law Center (Potok, 2011) and the New York Times (Park 
& Mykhyalyshyn, 2016) revealed that when comparing rates of 
hate crime victimization to the group’s overall representation in 
the population, LGBT persons are twice as likely to be victim-
ized than any other minority group.  
 Reporting on state and local agencies across the country, 
Mallory and Sears (2014) document “pervasive” workplace dis-
crimination based on sexual orientation or gender identity. An 
analysis of complaints filed led researchers to conclude that the 
rates of workplace discrimination based on sexual minority sta-
tus were similar to rates of discrimination based on race and 
sex. Moreover, the authors argued that their analysis may actu-
ally under-represent discrimination, due to the lack of unifor-
mity across the country in state discrimination laws for LGBT 
persons, and the absence of federal laws prohibiting discrimi-
nation based on sexual orientation and gender identity.   
 In spite of recent indications of greater acceptance of sex-
ual minorities, the research of Doan, Loehr, and Miller (2014) 
with a nationally representative sample of participants suggests 
a more complex picture. Although the majority of participants 
supported legal benefits for LGB people, only 55 percent ap-
proved of public displays of affection (PDAs) between gay men, 
as compared to a 95 percent level of approval for PDAs between 
heterosexual couples. Perceptions that lesbians and gay men are 
intentionally “flaunting” their sexual orientation through PDAs 
or gender atypical behavior (e.g., a man perceived as having a 
feminine gait or a woman having a “masculine” expression), 
have been associated with increased hostility (Lick et al., 2014). 
Thus, there appears to be a disconnect between participants’ 
cognitive response in support of legal rights, and their affective 
response of intolerance toward behaviors that do not conform 
to heterosexual norms. Nevertheless, the heightened visibility 
of LGBT issues in recent years may serve to mitigate this sort of 
homophobia among millennials. 
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 Various sources have found age to be a significant predictor 
of LGBT acceptance. In a random sample of participants, Jones 
and Cox (2015) found that about 73 percent of millennials sup-
ported laws to protect LGBT persons from discrimination in 
jobs and housing. The authors noted that as a group, millenni-
als were much less likely to judge sexual behaviors in general as 
morally wrong, suggesting either that younger people are more 
accepting of sexual diversity or are less likely to express dis-
approval of others’ sexual conduct. Consequently, social desir-
ability bias among younger respondents may hinder attempts to 
accurately assess attitudes toward sexual minorities. 
 Research indicates that college students’ support for LGBT 
rights decreased when asked about specific issues (e.g., adop-
tion and gay marriage), as opposed to “rights” in general (Lam-
bert, Ventura, Hall, & Cluse-Tolar, 2006). Negative stereotypes 
of gay males were particularly evident in findings that 33 per-
cent of college students voiced uncertainty regarding the state-
ment that “most pedophiles are gay” (Lambert et al., 2006, p. 
11). Although earlier studies have suggested that the college ex-
perience enhances students’ acceptance of diversity, Holland, 
Matthews, and Schott (2013) argued that there has been only 
limited research on students’ attitudes toward LGBT persons. 
Nevertheless, the existing research indicates that variables of 
gender, race, ethnicity, and religiosity are strongly correlated 
with attitudes toward sexual minorities.
Predictors of Anti-Gay Bias
 The literature suggests that gender, religiosity, political con-
servatism, and contact with LGBT persons are strong predic-
tors of anti-gay bias. For males in Western culture, standards of 
appropriate masculine behavior are recognized and reinforced 
from an early age. Most males hear and repeat derogatory terms 
for gays even before they have an understanding of the term’s 
meaning, or their own sexuality (Plummer, 2014). Plummer 
posited that homophobia is “grounded in taboos about mascu-
linity” (p. 132). Thus, we would expect that heterosexual males 
would be more likely than females to hold anti-gay attitudes, 
and be more averse to contact with LGBT persons. 
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 The research documents a consistent anti-gay bias among 
heterosexual men. For example, in an experimental study, Ma-
haffey, Bryan, and Hutchison (2005) found that heterosexual 
men showed more discomfort being near gay men than het-
erosexual women did around lesbians, with male participants 
physiologically, as measured by startle eye blink, showing an-
ti-gay bias (e.g., fear and disgust), but not female participants. 
Buck and Plant (2011) experimentally examined the timing of 
disclosure of sexual orientation. They found that male partic-
ipants whose partner self-disclosed as gay early during an in-
terview experiment reacted in a negative and avoidant manner, 
formed more stereotypic impressions of the gay partner (e.g., 
viewed him as more feminine and artsy), and reacted more an-
grily or aggressively toward him.
 Although race and ethnicity have been associated with neg-
ative attitudes toward sexual minorities, Negy and Eisenman 
(2005) found that ethnic differences were not significant after 
controlling for church attendance, level of religious commit-
ment, and socioeconomic status. Furthermore, Holland et al. 
(2013) found that participants who identified as non-religious 
showed significantly less anti-gay bias. Terrizzi, Shook, and 
Ventis (2010) also found that participants’ religiosity and po-
litical conservatism were significantly and positively related to 
anti-gay bias. 
 Previous research suggests that social work students are 
more likely to identify as religious than students in other hu-
man services disciplines (Chonody, Woodford, Smith, & Sil-
verschanz, 2013). While religiosity should not be equated with 
intolerance, it does present particular challenges when viewed 
from the perspective of addressing anti-gay bias (Dentato et al., 
2016). Regrettably, some research reveals that social work stu-
dents show higher levels of LGBT prejudice compared to under-
graduates in other human service disciplines. For example, in a 
sample made up predominantly of psychology majors, students 
were significantly less likely to define homosexuality as a sin or 
perversion (i.e., 7.9% and 6.9% respectively) (Ellis, Kitzinger, & 
Wilkinson, 2003). Conversely, Swank and Raiz’s (2010) survey 
of BSW students across 12 social work programs found that 38 
percent reported the belief that homosexuality is a sin. 
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 Chonody et al. (2013) surveyed self-identified Christian so-
cial work students from four public universities, regarding the 
effects of religious teaching on attitudes toward gays and les-
bians. The results revealed that anti-gay messages were most 
influential among students identified as highly religious. This 
effect was significant, even when students had contact with gay 
and lesbian peers, a moderating factor found to decrease nega-
tive attitudes toward LGBT persons in research with other sam-
ple populations (Pettigew & Tropp, 2006).   
LGBT Content in Social Work
 The World Health Organization (WHO, 2010) has recog-
nized the integral relationship between sexuality and human 
rights, noting that various groups continue to be subjected to 
persecution on the basis of gender, sexual orientation, and gen-
der identity. Nevertheless, LGBT issues in social work curricula 
tend to be limited to information regarding various sexualities, 
but are less likely to be presented from a broader social justice 
perspective (Galarza & Anthony, 2015). In a follow-up to Van 
Voorhis and Wagner’s (2002) analysis of LGBT content in the 
major social work journals, Pelts, Rolbiecki, and Albright (2014) 
found that content had actually decreased to only 2.4 percent of 
the total number of articles published between 1998 and 2012. 
The authors concluded that content on LGBT issues “remain[s] 
barely visible” (p. 136) in the most prominent social work litera-
ture. Not only did Pelts et al. find a significant decrease in LGBT 
content, but the overwhelming majority of articles focused on 
client or practitioner concerns, with slightly over 9 percent of all 
papers addressing macro-level issues such as “societal stigma 
and heterosexism” (2014, p. 135). The authors pointed out that 
topics such as homelessness among LGBT youth cannot be ad-
equately addressed without discussing the social and cultural 
factors that underlie these micro-level concerns. While this is a 
fundamental tenet of social work theory, it is often absent from 
discussions of LGBT issues in the literature.  
 The Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) has iden-
tified LGBT issues as a necessary component of diversity con-
tent (Martin et al., 2009). Yet, concerns regarding students’ 
lack of practice competence in this regard, as well as negative 
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experiences reported by sexual minority students in social 
work, has led to the development of guidelines to promote sup-
portive, affirming environments for LGBT students, faculty and 
staff (Craig et al., 2016). While research has shown a relationship 
between the level of support for LGBT persons within programs 
and students’ competence to practice with LGBT populations 
(McCarty-Caplan, 2017), evidence continues to reveal a dearth 
of sexual minority content in social work curricula (Craig, Den-
tato, Messinger, & McInroy, 2016; Craig, McInroy, Dentato, Aus-
tin, & Messinger, 2015; Woodford et al., 2013). This absence has 
clear consequences. For example, Hylton (2005) found that sexu-
al minority students observed noticeable discomfort among fac-
ulty and peers during class discussions of LGBT issues. While 
surveys suggest that social work students and faculty are gen-
erally tolerant of LGBT individuals, research reveals that their 
understanding and expertise of LGBT issues remains inade-
quate (Martin et al., 2009). In one study, half of MSW students 
surveyed reported feeling unprepared to work with sexual 
minority clients (Logie, Bridge, & Bridge, 2007). Similar find-
ings were revealed in discussion groups organized across the 
country by the Child Welfare League of America (CWLA) to 
address the needs of LGBT youth. According to reports from 
sexual minority youth and child welfare professionals, social 
workers and other practitioners in the system lack the training 
and education to competently serve LGBT youth (Woronoff, Es-
trada, & Sommer, 2006). Ironically, although a survey of social 
work program directors reported that 59 percent believed their 
students were either “very well” or “fairly well” prepared to 
serve LGBT clients, only 19 percent reported actually assessing 
students’ competence in this regard (Martin et al., 2009).
 Notwithstanding recent legal advances, the LGBT commu-
nity clearly remains a population at risk. LGBT youth are at 
significantly greater risk for depression and suicidal behaviors 
(Marshal et al., 2011), substance abuse as a means of coping with 
social stigma (Marshal et al., 2008), and homelessness as a re-
sult of parental and family rejection (National Alliance to End 
Homelessness, 2016). As noted, LGBT adults are also at greater 
risk to suffer depression and anxiety disorders as a result of dis-
crimination and marginalization (Bailey, 1999; Meyer, 2003; Na-
tional Alliance on Mental Illness, 2016). Although professional 
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codes of ethics and accreditation standards mandate service to 
vulnerable populations, the evidence shows that social work 
has failed to prioritize service to the LGBT community. Our 
study seeks to redress the paucity of social work research on 
the socio-cultural variables associated with negative attitudes 
toward sexual minorities, and underscore the link between mi-
cro and macro effects of homophobia.
Methods
 During the spring semester of 2015, we recruited a conve-
nience sample of 222 students enrolled in two separate sections 
of a required general education course. As our study specifical-
ly targeted millennial students, we chose to recruit participants 
from undergraduate, general education classes. This also provid-
ed an opportunity to recruit a larger number of participants to 
better represent the general student population. Although social 
work courses are not part of general education curricula, we were 
able survey students in two sections of a general education psy-
chology course. An informal inquiry of the students indicated 
that many were interested in majoring in human services disci-
plines, such as social work or counseling. Of the participants, 72 
percent self-identified as White; 53 percent identified as female; 
and 95 percent self-identified as heterosexual. The mean partici-
pant age was 19 (SD = 2.69). Most participants were first-year stu-
dents (64 percent) or sophomores (20 percent), with the remain-
ing being juniors (12 percent) or seniors (4 percent). 
Procedure
 Approval from the authors’ Institutional Review Board 
(IRB) was obtained to ensure protection of participant sample. 
Students present in class on the day of data collection were in-
vited to participate in a study that examined students’ views on 
diversity. Potential respondents were advised that their partic-
ipation was strictly voluntary. This information was provided 
verbally during the introduction to the study, and in the in-
formed consent form provided to each student. 
 In order to maintain anonymity, participants were in-
structed not to place their name or any personal identifying 
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information on the survey instrument. Students completed a 
brief survey that included measures of religiosity (Santa Clara 
Strength of Religious Faith Questionnaire [SCSORF], Plante & 
Boccaccini, 1997), attitudes toward gay men (Modern Homon-
egativity Scale [MHS], Morrison & Morrison, 2002), as well as 
demographic (e.g., gender, age, race and ethnicity, and sexual 
orientation) and other personal information (i.e., political orien-
tation and contact with LGB acquaintances and friends). 
 Participants’ political orientation was measured with a one-
item question: At this stage in your life, how do you see yourself po-
litically? Students responded on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging 
from 1 (Very Liberal) to 5 (Very Conservative). Contact with LGB 
people was assessed using three questions adapted from Schi-
appa, Gregg and Hewes (2006), with the following response 
options: I do not know any gay/lesbian/bisexual people personally 
(coded as 0); I am acquainted with a few gay/lesbian/bisexual people 
(coded as 1); I have a few (three or less) gay/lesbian/bisexual friends 
(coded as 2); and I have more than three gay/lesbian/bisexual friends 
(coded as 3).  
Results
 Descriptive statistics, Cronbach’s alphas, and intercorrela-
tions for all measures appear in Table 1. 
Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, Alphas, and Correlations
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Mean Scores
 Participant scores on the MHS ranged from 12 to 60, with 
a mean score of 28.82 (SD = 9.62), reflecting moderate levels of 
homo-negativity. The mean score on the Santa Clara Strength 
of Religious Faith Questionnaire (SCSORF; Plante & Boccacci-
ni, 1997) was 23.73 (SD = 9.48), indicating moderate religiosity 
among the present sample. As noted, political orientation was 
measured using a single question, on a five-point scale. The 
mean score was 2.92 (SD = .84), with a mode of 3. While close 
to half of the sample defined themselves as politically “middle 
of the road” (48.4 percent), the difference in the percentage of 
students identifying as “liberal” (23.3 percent) versus “conser-
vative” (19.7 percent) was not substantial. Slightly more than 2 
percent differentiated participants who identified as “very lib-
eral” (4.5 percent) from those identifying as “very conservative” 
(2.2 percent). Nevertheless, the total number of students identi-
fying as liberal (27.8 percent), outnumbered those identifying as 
conservative (21.9 percent).     
Intergroup Contact
 A majority of the sample (57.7 percent) reported having 
gay male friends, with 40.6% reporting “a few” (defined as 3 or 
less) and 17.1 percent reporting more than 3. Only 11.1 percent 
of the sample reported not knowing any gay men personally. 
Conversely, over a quarter of the sample (26.4 percent) reported 
not knowing any lesbian women personally, with 25.9 percent 
reporting having a few lesbian friends. Only slightly more than 
10 percent of students indicated having more than three friends 
who were lesbian. Moreover, students were more likely to re-
port not knowing any bisexual people personally (35.7 percent), 
with less than a quarter of the sample reporting “a few” bisex-
ual friends and only 11.3 percent reporting more than three 
friends who identify as bisexual.
Pearson	Correlation	Coefficients
 Correlation coefficients were computed for the predic-
tor variables, and the outcome variable of homo-negativity as 
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measured by the MHS [See Table 1]. Our analyses showed sig-
nificant correlations at the 0.01 and 0.05 levels between negative 
attitudes toward gay males and the variables of gender, religios-
ity, contact, and political orientation, as detailed below. 
 A moderately strong correlation of -.28 was observed be-
tween gender and homo-negativity. Consistent with previous 
research, males were more likely than females to endorse nega-
tive attitudes toward gay men, scoring five points higher on the 
MHS. Gender was also found to have low but significant correla-
tions with political orientation and contact with gay males. Male 
students were significantly more likely to indicate a conservative 
political orientation, with an inverse correlation of -.18 between 
gender and political orientation. Female students were more like-
ly to report contact with gay males, as indicated by a low but 
significant correlation of .14 between gender and contact.  
 Participants’ level of religiosity also had a moderately strong 
relationship to negative attitudes toward gay males, with a sig-
nificant correlation of .28 at the .01 level, indicating that stu-
dents who scored higher on the SCSORF (Plante & Boccaccini, 
1997) also had higher scores on the MHS. Religiosity was sig-
nificantly associated with political orientation, with a moderate 
correlation of .26, reflecting that students scoring higher on the 
variable of religiosity were also more politically conservative. 
Finally, a low but significant inverse correlation of -.14 revealed 
that students who identified as more religious were less likely 
to have contact with gay males. In keeping with prior findings 
regarding the benefits of intergroup contact (Allport, 1954/1979), 
a significant inverse correlation of -.31 was observed between 
contact with gay males and homo-negativity. Not surprising-
ly, the variable of contact was also significantly associated with 
political orientation. An inverse correlation of -.20 revealed that 
students who indicated a more liberal political orientation were 
significantly more likely to have contact with gay males. Partic-
ipants’ political orientation showed the strongest relationship 
to the criterion variable. A high positive correlation of .48 at the 
.01 level reflects that students that identified as more politically 
conservative scored higher in homo-negativity.  
 In contrast to previous findings, significant correlations were 
not found between homo-negative attitudes and the variables of 
age (p = .46); race/ethnicity (p = .22); and sexual orientation (p = .28). 
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Consistent with racial demographics of the Midwest United States, 
our participant sample identified predominantly as “white” (70 per-
cent). Additionally, participants overwhelmingly identified as “het-
erosexual” (87 percent), and over 80 percent of the sample identified 
as being between the ages of 18-21 years old. Consequently, this lack 
of variance within the sample may have limited our ability to detect 
differences based on variables found to be salient in prior research. 
Regression Analysis
 Analysis of a Q-Q plot indicated a normal distribution of 
the dependent variable. Scatterplot analyses revealed linear 
relationships between the criterion variable of homo-negative 
attitudes, and the predictor variables of gender, religiosity, con-
tact with gay males, and political orientation. We conducted re-
gression analyses, yielding the following results: 
 Bivariate analyses reflected similar beta and R² scores for 
the predictor variables of gender (β = -.28; R² = .07) and religios-
ity (β = .28; R² = .07). Contact with gay males revealed slightly 
stronger predictive power (β = -.31; R² = .09). We found a signifi-
cant relationship between homo-negative attitudes and respon-
dents’ political orientation, F (1, 215) = 63.51, p = 000. With a beta 
score of .48, and an R² score of .22, political orientation appeared 
to be the strongest predictor of students’ attitudes. 
 Multiple regression analysis was conducted to examine the 
influence of each predictor above and beyond the other vari-
ables. In the first step of the model, religiosity and gender were 
included as predictors. Beta scores for both were .32 and -.31 
respectively, revealing similarly moderate correlations between 
predictors and the criterion variable. The combination of reli-
giosity and gender resulted in an R² score of .17. The addition 
of the predictor variable of contact in the second step of the re-
gression model showed only slight changes in the beta scores of 
religiosity and gender, to .28 and -.28 respectively. The addition 
of the contact variable to the regression model increased the R² 
from .17 to .22, showing only a slight increase in the predictive 
power of the model with the addition of contact with gay males. 
 As noted, political orientation appeared to be the strongest 
predictor among the variables examined. Adding this variable 
to the regression model resulted in a decrease in the beta scores 
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of religiosity, gender, and contact to .19, -.22, and -.17 respectively. 
Yielding a beta score of .35, the addition of political orientation to 
the regression model increased the R² score from .22 to .33. Thus, 
the addition of students’ political orientation to the regression 
model accounted for 33% of the variance in the criterion vari-
able of attitudes toward gay males. The partial correlation coeffi-
cient of .38 for the variable of political orientation also reflects the 
strength of this predictor over and above the other predictor.  
Discussion
 The present study refutes the perception that progress in 
LGBT rights will continue to advance, unimpeded by shifts in 
political and cultural climate. Although prior studies suggest 
greater acceptance for LGBT persons among younger people 
(Anderson & Fetner, 2008; Jones & Cox, 2015), our findings sug-
gest that socio-cultural factors such as political orientation and 
religiosity continue to be the strongest predictors of attitudes 
toward sexual minorities. 
 A Gallup poll concluded that the association between strong 
religious beliefs and conservative politics continues to be an 
enduring pattern in U.S. society (Newport, 2014). Likewise, our 
study showed a significant relationship between religiosity and 
political orientation, with religious students being more political-
ly conservative. Not surprisingly, students indicating moderate 
levels of religiosity on the SCSORF scale also showed moderate 
levels of homo-negativity on the MHS measure. While more stu-
dents identified as either “liberal” or “very liberal” as opposed to 
“conservative” or “very conservative,” the majority of the sample 
defined themselves as “middle of the road,” possibly suggesting 
a reluctance to commit to a particular political orientation. 
 While age was not a significant predictor of attitudes, the 
most revealing finding is that undergraduate students showed 
moderate levels of homophobic attitudes, in contrast to previ-
ous research indicating higher levels of tolerance toward sexual 
minorities among millennials. This finding is striking in that 
we employed a more sensitive measure of anti-gay attitudes, de-
veloped to identify subtler indications of bias. Consequently, it 
can be argued that, as Jones and Cox (2015) suggested, research 
showing greater tolerance may actually be reflecting reluctance 
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among younger people to display anti-gay bias. Likewise, re-
search has shown that outward indicators of a gay or lesbian 
identity, such as displays of affection between same sex-couples 
or gender non-conforming behavior, result in negative reactions 
and expressions of hostility (Doan et al., 2014). 
 Our results support Flores’ (2014) finding that cultural fac-
tors are more significant than generational cohort in predicting 
attitudes toward sexual minorities. This has critical implica-
tions for social work educators in working with students from 
traditionally conservative cultures, particularly with regard to 
issues of sexuality. The intersection of gender, religion, and pol-
itics presents unique challenges for social work educators, who 
are called upon to help students understand oppression based 
on sexual orientation. LGBT prejudice may be unique among 
the various “isms” that educators address in social work curric-
ula. In contrast to bias related to racism, sexism, or ageism, most 
students do not come from cultures where sanction and dis-
approval of a particular group is integrated into an organized, 
institutional system of beliefs. Thus, when addressing anti-gay 
bias, social work educators may be challenging students’ mor-
al teachings and understandings of the basic nature of human 
relations and society. In addition, it has been suggested that re-
cent advances in LGBT rights have led to an organized backlash 
that educators may be confronted with in the classroom.
 Lupa (2015) argued that the Obergefell Supreme Court deci-
sion legalizing same-sex marriage has galvanized a resistance 
movement based on religious beliefs opposed to same-sex re-
lationships and behavior. Citing the federal Religious Freedom 
Restoration Act that served as the basis for the Burwell v. Hobby 
Lobby decision, Lupa predicted an ongoing battle between ad-
vocates of LGBT rights and advocates of “religious freedom.” 
The appearance of so-called “religious liberty” bills that allow 
discrimination of LGBT persons on the basis of stated religious 
conviction or belief have been put forward in Georgia, Missis-
sippi, and North Carolina, up to this writing. According to a 
CNN news story (Sanchez, 2016), most religious rights bills are 
being advanced in states with a high proportion of evangelical 
Christians, reflecting socio-cultural variables as a primary in-
fluence in attitudes toward LGBT issues.  
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 While the limited content in social work research and ed-
ucation regarding the LGBT population focuses primarily on 
clinical issues (Pelts et al., 2014), this reductionist perspective 
limits sexual minority oppression to a narrow, micro-level fo-
cus. Such a restricted focus would seem to account for its ab-
sence from broader discussion related to social justice within 
social work literature and curricula. Consequently, the disci-
pline fails to attend to the systemic causes that underlie many 
issues that social workers may see in practice with LGBT clients, 
such as higher rates of homelessness and suicide among LGBT 
youth, or depression and anxiety among LGBT adults (Bailey, 
1999; Marshal et al., 2011; National Alliance to End Homeless-
ness, 2016). As noted, reports from social work education di-
rectors, students, professionals, and most importantly, clients, 
reveal that social workers are inadequately trained to serve sex-
ual minority clients (Martin et al., 2009; Woronoff et al., 2006). 
The question remains as to whether social work will recognize 
LGBT concerns as a macro issue, and address the intersecting 
socio-cultural factors that underlie sexual minority oppression. 
Limitations
 Obviously the use of a convenience sample limits the gen-
eralizability of our findings. Moreover, as noted, our sample 
lacked diversity. Given the homogeneity of the sample, future 
research would benefit from a greater diversity of participants 
and a comparison between geographic locations (e.g., the south-
ern United States, and more urban, diverse areas, such as the 
East or West Coast states). Finally, while regression analysis 
showed political orientation to be the strongest predictor of at-
titudes, these results should be interpreted with caution, as the 
survey used a single item to measure this variable. 
 Caution is warranted in drawing conclusions regarding 
social work education from a sample of general education stu-
dents. It should be noted however, that we are not concluding 
that participants’ attitudes were related to the presence or ab-
sence of LGBT content in course curricula, as this was not part 
of our survey. Rather, we focused on socio-cultural factors of 
bias and identified political orientation as a significant predictor 
of anti-gay attitudes. This finding is consistent with evidence 
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of homophobic discourse as a political strategy and LGBT op-
pression as a social justice issue, a perspective worthy of greater 
attention in social work education.     
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During the mid- to late-twentieth century, Pierre Bourdieu crated a 
conceptual framework that describes how underclass status becomes 
embodied in individuals, and the ways that personal, professional, 
and	political	fields	perpetuate	this	oppression.	Bourdieu’s	theories	also	
outline	 the	 role	 of	 the	 “critical	 intellectual”	 in	undermining	 oppres-
sion	and	fighting	for	social	justice.	Using	key	terms	from	Bourdieu’s	
explanatory framework, this article examines the power relations and 
symbolic violence built into the interactions between social workers 
and	clients,	and	offers	suggestions	as	to	how	reflexive	and	relational	so-
cial work can help workers reduce this impact. This paper also explores 
the role of social workers in addressing social inequalities by examining 
Bourdieu’s writings in terms of macro approaches to disparity.
Key	words:	Bourdieu,	habitus,	power,	reflexivity,	social	work,	symbolic	
violence
Pierre Bourdieu’s Theoretical Contribution
Field and Capital
 According to Pierre Bourdieu, the arenas, networks, and so-
cial spaces where individuals live define their social lives (Ea-
gleton & Bourdieu, 1992; Waquant, 2008). Otherwise known as 
fields,	Bourdieu described these social spaces in language sim-
ilar to that of a war or game, with “battlegrounds,” “stakes,” 
“rules of the game,” “power relations,” “common interests,” and 
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“trump cards” (Bourdieu, 1990; Bourdieu & Waquant, 1992; Ea-
gleton & Bourdieu, 1992). In addition, fields have recognizable 
boundaries—for example, the professional (various professions), 
personal (families, social networks, residence), and political (ad-
ministrative institutions, political agencies). Some of the more 
common fields found in Bourdieu’s work include the cultural, 
economic, intellectual, bureaucratic, and power fields. In addi-
tion, fields also include sub-fields. For example, the intellectual 
field may include the sub-fields of arts and social sciences; or 
in the case of the bureaucratic field, sub-fields may include the 
welfare and penal “arms” of the state (Waquant, 2010). 
 The “stakes” “power relations” and “common interests” in-
herent within fields revolve around Bourdieu’s notion of capi-
tal. As described by Bourdieu, capital is any resource in a social 
arena that enables an individual to benefit from participation 
(Bourdieu, 1979/1980, 1986; Waquant, 2008). Capital comes in 
three major forms: economic (material and financial assets), cul-
tural (education, accent, clothing, behavior, and objects such as 
books and art), and social (networks with well-placed individ-
uals) (Bourdieu, 1979/1980, 1986, 1989). As defined by Bourdieu 
(1992), symbolic capital is best understood as a trait of favorabil-
ity, held by of any of the three primary forms when they are 
recognized by the majority or by individuals in power as le-
gitimate. Bourdieu’s theory also contends that there is always 
competition for capital because it can only have value when it is 
scarce and unevenly distributed. Thus, competition is an essen-
tial component of capital, and exists within fields and between 
them—individuals are in a constant struggle to assert particular 
forms of capital, gain access to and control them, and to devalue 
other forms of capital (Bourdieu & Waquant, 1992).
Habitus, Embodiment, and Doxa
 With his concept of habitus, Bourdieu developed an anal-
ysis describing the interplay between society, status, and the 
body (Ignatow, 2009). According to Bourdieu’s theory, an in-
dividual’s habitus is comprised of the unconscious schemata, 
acquired through perpetual exposure to social conditioning, 
through which we perceive, judge, and act in the world (Bour-
dieu, 1972/1977; Waquant, 2008). Schemata, a term developed by 
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Jean Piaget in the mid-1920s, describes the structures by which 
individuals’ thoughts are organized. According to Piaget’s the-
ory (2006), through the use of schemata, most new situations do 
not require conscious processing. Instead, people organize new 
experiences within their mind’s organizational structure. Simi-
larly, Bourdieu’s definition of habitus represents an instinctual 
understanding of new events based on previous experience. 
 Bourdieu describes the embodiment of these understand-
ings insofar as an individual’s response to the world may be 
physical as well as mental. Individuals do not simply believe 
or think within certain structural boundaries—they “feel” 
confined by them, and are incapable of thinking outside them 
(Bourdieu, 1972/1977). As the common point of contact between 
past influences and present experiences, habitus is at once 
structured—by the social forces that produced it—and structur-
ing: it gives form and coherence to new experiences (Bourdieu, 
1972/1977, 1989; Waquant, 2008). Bourdieu also theorized that 
while the habitus is capable of adapting to new stimuli, it is also 
extremely stable, with a fixed tendency to act within preexisting 
limits and toward specific responses (Grenfell, 2004). 
 According to Waquant (2008), by formulating the concepts 
of field, capital, and habitus, Bourdieu was able to redefine in so-
ciological terms the notion of doxa. Originally conceptualized 
by Edmund Husserl, doxa involves a practical sense of what 
does or does not constitute a real possibility in the world (Lane, 
2000; Myles, 2004). According to Bourdieu’s (1972/1977) theory, 
there is a natural fit between individuals’ habitus and the fields 
in which they exist. As a result of this reciprocal fit, individu-
als develop a “common sense” of what is doable and thinkable 
(or unthinkable) within society, and perceive these as being 
self-evident and natural. This “common sense” is defined as the 
orthodoxy or doxa of the field. Anything outside of a particular 
way of acting is unorthodox, a challenge to the status quo, and 
is assumed to be forbidden, even when the status quo is oppres-
sive or detrimental to the individual (Waquant, 2008). Hence, 
without even being aware of it, individuals develop an assumed 
knowledge about the “the established cosmological and polit-
ical order [which] is perceived not as arbitrary, that is, as one 
possible order among others, but as a self-evident and natural 
order” (Everett, 2002, p. 66). 
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Symbolic Violence
 Following from the conceptualization of doxa is the idea of 
symbolic violence, which exists when doxa produces or sustains 
an unequal distribution of capital (Everett, 2002). By adopting 
the status quo as obvious and appropriate, even when it is hurt-
ful to them, individuals position themselves within the struc-
ture of society, further legitimizing and solidifying it (Bourdieu 
& Waquant, 1992; Eagleton & Bourdieu, 1992; Waquant, 2008). 
Furthermore, having accepted as legitimate the established (in-
equitable) social order and their position within it, individuals 
who are powerless and dominated believe the doxa which attri-
butes blame to themselves for their subordinate position (Bour-
gois, 2001; Bourgois & Schonberg, 2009). In effect, individuals 
within the underclass come to believe that they deserve their 
status. Thus, the “violence” within symbolic violence refers to 
the physical domination that is replaced or made purposeless 
because the individual sees the existing social order as natural 
and appropriate (Everett, 2002; Lane, 2000). According to Bour-
dieu, these actions upon the self make the domination under 
which they suffer more difficult than ever to challenge: 
 There are many things people accept without knowing. In 
fact, I think that in terms of symbolic domination, resistance is 
more difficult, since it is something you absorb like air, some-
thing you don’t feel pressured by; it is everywhere and nowhere, 
and to escape from that is very difficult … With the mechanism 
of symbolic violence, domination tends to take the form of a 
more effective, and in this sense more brutal, means of oppres-
sion. (Bourdieu, in Eagleton & Bourdieu, 1992, pp. 114–115)
Reflexivity 
 In an interesting departure from most theorists, Bourdieu 
included social scientists within the framework of his theories 
through a conceptualization of reflexivity. Bourdieu’s concept of 
reflexivity rests on the idea that it is impossible for the social 
scientist to be fully objective because he is an individual who 
exists within various fields in society, holds certain forms of 
capital, and whose habitus includes certain doxic notions (Bour-
dieu, 1980/1990; Bourdieu & Waquant, 1992). Thus, reflexivity 
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refers to the need for the social scientist to continually “turn 
the instruments of social science back” (Waquant, 2008, p. 273) 
upon him or herself in order to reduce distortions that may be 
introduced by the scientist’s personal experience: 
What distresses me when I read some works by sociologists 
is that people whose profession it is to objectivize the social 
world prove so rarely able to objectivize themselves, and fail 
so often to realize that what their apparently scientific dis-
course talks about is not the object, but their relation to the 
object. (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, pp. 68–69)
 In line with his call for reflexivity, Bourdieu argued against 
intellectuals assuming the point of view of the “impartial spec-
tator” (Waquant, 2008). Instead, he suggested that by assuming 
such a point of view the social scientist is not only unaware of 
the influence of his own personal habitus and field, but also 
“(mis)construes the social world as an interpretive puzzle to 
be resolved, rather than a mesh of practical tasks to be accom-
plished in real time and space” (Waquant, 2008, p. 273). In such 
a way, Bourdieu argued that by portraying the world in purely 
objective terms (as “things” to be studied), the social scientist 
does not provide insight into the truth, but instead perpetuates 
delusions that already exist (habitus within individuals; doxa 
within fields). It is by this process that Bourdieu warned that in-
tellectuals become the “toys of social forces” who contribute to 
the maintenance of the status quo (Bourdieu, 1984/1988; Bour-
dieu & Waquant, 1992; Everett, 2002; Stabile & Morooka, 2003). 
 Bourdieu (1998/1998) argued that social scientists should 
guard against this possibility by remaining vigilant to their own 
biases, but also by aligning themselves with their subjects. Spe-
cifically, Bourdieu argued that social scientists should “devote 
some of their time and energy, in their activist mode,” to help 
“non-professionals to equip themselves with specific weapons 
of resistance” (1998/1998, p. 57). Within this idea is Bourdieu’s 
belief that intellectuals have a civic mission to “intervene in the 
public sphere on matters for which [they have] competency,” 
and to use the cultural, social, and intellectual capital that ac-
companies the position of the intellectual to expose the inequal-
ities inherent in society, and the methods by which they are 
perpetuated (Waquant, 2008, p. 275). 
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 Bourdieu believed that this mission was essential, and in 
Weight of the World (Bourdieu et al., 1993/2000), he organized the 
research of more than twenty sociologists to demonstrate how 
such a process could be conducted. Specifically, Bourdieu and 
his colleagues produced detailed ethnographies exploring in 
great depth the experiences of individual suffering throughout 
the world. In summarizing this process, Bourdieu explained 
that by speaking with and relating to their subjects, he and the 
other researchers were able to transcend the intellectual doxa 
that had previously defined their experience, illuminating the 
real social problems that contributed to their misery, and coun-
tering the symbolic violence built into their experiences. For 
scientists interested in uncovering the truth, Bourdieu believed 
that such a role was not only beneficial, but was necessary to 
conducting meaningful social science. 
Social Work’s Position Within the Bureaucratic Field
 Bourdieu’s contention that fields occur in hierarchies di-
rectly applies to the field of social work, particularly its history 
of fighting for status as a respected profession. Since Abraham 
Flexner (1915) stated that social work was a non-profession, the 
field has been preoccupied with its status, working continuous-
ly to demonstrate its legitimacy as a profession commensurate 
with medicine or law. According to Morris (2008), these efforts 
by social workers to prove the field’s status have resulted in 
some significant achievements, but have also come at a price. 
While social work has developed many of the attributes of pro-
fessionalization (e.g., a systematic body of knowledge, stan-
dardized curriculum, professional associations), some authors 
have argued that social work has left behind the tradition of 
social reform and replaced “its humanistic foundations with 
scientific positivism” (Morris, 2008, p. 30). According to Reid & 
Edwards (2006), social work has turned increasingly towards a 
model where services are no longer provided by social workers 
themselves, but are contracted through nonprofit and for-profit 
agencies. In a fervent critique, Reamer (1993) argues that due to 
professionalization, the field of social work attracts fewer peo-
ple drawn to a commitment to social justice and public welfare. 
This view is shared by Ferguson (2008), who argues that social 
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work’s turn toward professionalism, managerialism, and evi-
dence-based practice has resulted in a desertion of its original 
mission to promote social justice and to provide aid and com-
fort to the vulnerable, oppressed, and impoverished.
 In their article reviewing social work fields in ten countries, 
Weiss-Gal & Welbourne (2008) distinguish between two ap-
proaches for determining professionalization: the attributes (or 
trait) approach and the power (or control) approach. As outlined 
above, the successes that have been made in distinguishing 
American social work as a profession fall under the attributes 
approach. Despite these successes, a number of authors have 
argued that social work continues to fall short of professional 
status, particularly because it lacks the ability to make decisions 
on the basis of its own professional knowledge and values, free 
of the restraints of managers or agencies outside the profession 
(Hugman, 1996). In Bourdieusian terms, the field of social work 
lies under the control of the state, which itself is not a single 
monolithic entity, but a collection of sub-fields “vying over the 
definition and distribution of public goods” (Waquant, 2010, 
p. 200). Within this collective, social work represents the “left 
hand of the state”—the “feminine” “spendthrift,” in charge of 
“social functions” such as education, health, housing, welfare, 
and offering protection and relief to the poor. In contrast, the 
“right hand” or “masculine” side of the state is oriented toward 
economic discipline and law and order (Bourdieu, 1998/1998; 
Bourdieu & Waquant, 1993/1994).
 The significance of this conceptualization of social work is 
twofold. First, because the field is viewed as feminine-gendered, 
it is not on par with other sub-fields in terms of symbolic cap-
ital. In fact, some theorists (Hearn, 1982; Kadushin, 1976) have 
argued that it is because the field is characterized by the seem-
ingly natural and feminine qualities of listening and caring that 
it is considered by some to be a semi-profession. Added to these 
difficulties are doubts about social work’s knowledge base:
Although increasingly accepted as rigorous, the social scienc-
es continue to have a more ambiguous standing in political or 
popular consciousness compared to the natural science base 
of medicine, or the ancient traditions of the law. Social scien-
tists may find themselves caught between their work being 
accepted, and so seen as merely common sense (what people 
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knew anyway), and not being accepted because it challenges 
preconceptions. (Hugman, 1996, pp. 133–134)  
 Thus, as a sub-field vying for the resources of the state, so-
cial work has more to do to gain and maintain its legitimacy—it 
must fight for capital, and cling desperately to it. Furthermore, 
the sub-field is at pains to assert its “masculinity”—to prove (of-
ten through means-testing and other “tough-love” interventions) 
that it is a sensible and responsible trustee of the state’s resources.
 A second implication of Bourdieu’s understanding of social 
work is that within this framework, the field is not autonomous. 
According to Bourdieu (1980/1990, 1990), an autonomous field 
possesses its own history, operates according to its own habitus, 
and upholds a distinctive set of beliefs. As the mere inverse of the 
“right hand” of the state, social work does not have such sover-
eignty. As demonstrated in Wacquant’s (2010) description of the 
retrenchment of the welfare state and the correlated growth in 
the penal state over the last two decades, within this dichoto-
my, when one hand benefits, the other loses. Furthermore, as the 
feminine-associated “spendthrift” member of this duo, there is a 
doxic notion that social work should be placed under the guid-
ance of “disciplined” managers, distancing the field even further 
from self-determination in line with its values.
 The concept of autonomy is particularly salient within Bour-
dieu’s theory, since he believed it to be crucial for individuals to 
exercise critical analysis and debate on behalf of the underpriv-
ileged. Bourdieu believed that social scientists have a civic duty 
to invest their social and intellectual capital in political strug-
gles, and to apply critical reasoning to overthrow the doxa that 
defines the social conditions of the underclass and legitimizes 
their suffering. While in line with social work values, and ad-
vocated for directly in the NASW Code of Ethics (1999, Preamble 
section, para. 1), so long as the social work field remains pre-
occupied with its own legitimacy as a profession, and seeks to 
establish its validity by imitating the punitive and stingy meth-
ods of the bureaucratic field’s “right hand,” social work will be 
crippled in its ability to advocate for social justice and provide 
relief to the poor.
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Power and Symbolic Violence
 Bourdieu’s theoretical tools are also useful in highlighting 
the power relations and symbolic violence built into the inter-
actions between workers and clients. In a fitting application of 
Bourdieu’s theories to the practice of providing cash aid, Peillon 
(1998) describes the impact of means testing on the relationship 
between client and worker:
… officials police access to social benefits, ensuring that only 
those with a legitimate entitlement receive them. They oper-
ate in a field with political capital, and the exercise of their 
power immediately produces stigma, negative symbolic cap-
ital for their clients. (p. 223)
 Aiming to minimize this stigma and to recoup their posi-
tive symbolic capital, Peillon demonstrates that clients employ a 
number of strategies, from resistance to submission, inducing a 
response from workers charged with maintaining compliance. 
This relationship carries consequences for the habitus of both 
recipients and workers: clients identify themselves as “objects” 
of welfare, powerless and dependent; workers develop an ad-
ministrative habitus that is oriented towards power and con-
trol. The net effect is that:
[w]elfare agencies and welfare clients belong to a structure of 
domination, but one which is largely misrecognized. Bour-
dieu’s notion of ‘misrecognition’ simply indicates, in this con-
text, that the relationship between administrative agencies 
and welfare recipients, which is organized in terms of con-
trol, is misrecognized as caring. Misrecognition is of course 
not accidental: it activates symbolic structures which are in-
corporated in the habitus and are likely to ensure compliance. 
(Peillon, 1998, p. 221)
 Bourdieu (1979/1980) writes that the importance of sym-
bolic power is in its ability to impose the principles of reality 
construction on others. As trusted members of society who 
encounter individuals at their most vulnerable and define this 
experience through written assessments, it is incumbent upon 
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social workers to consider the effects of social inequalities on 
their clients’ habitus, the ways in which clients may have em-
bodied their dominated social position, the shame and blame 
of that subjected position, and the potential of their own ac-
tions in reinforcing symbolic violence (Bourgois, 2001; Bourgois 
& Schonberg, 2009). Approaches that attempt to improve client 
functioning though threats, punitive practices, and shaming 
may not only miss the mark, but may also do harm.
Reflexivity	and	Self-Scrutiny
 To adequately understand the impact of their involvement 
in the life-experiences of clients, and to guard against imped-
ing clients’ progress or adding to their suffering, social workers 
must evaluate the assumptions under which they operate. Ac-
cording to Houston (2002):
Social workers [must] analyze their taken for granted views 
… before they intervene in clients’ lives. Unless we reflect on 
our personal habitus and the professional field in which it is 
anchored, there is a danger of replicating biased notions that 
have been inculcated through professional training, manage-
rial directives or experiences in embattled social work agen-
cies. (p. 159)
 This awareness is gained through reflexivity,	or a process 
where social workers reflect on how the assumptions underly-
ing their practice have been mediated through their personal 
habitus and field as well as that of their profession (Bourdieu, 
1984/1988). To do this, social workers should reflect on the ways 
that their personal values, attitudes, and perceptions allow cer-
tain questions and ideas but exclude others. To the point, are 
workers trained to see individuals seeking help in terms of de-
ficiencies? Are they inclined to judge clients as drains upon so-
ciety rather than in terms of socio-economic failures? Finally, to 
what extent is lack of cooperation written off as evidence that 
they are undeserving, rather than an indication that the worker 
has not found a satisfactory fit between their analyses and the 
needs identified by clients (White, 1997)?
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 The importance of asking these questions lies in the fact 
that the information and analyses arrived at by social workers 
occurs through an interpretive process, with tremendous 
consequences for their clients (White, 1997). As part of their 
work, social workers make judgments and put together ar-
guments justifying their assessments. Importantly, however, 
“these judgments do not rely on formal knowledge alone, but on 
a range of other rationalities and warrants … judgments about 
blameworthiness and creditworthiness, responsibility and ir-
responsibility” (Taylor & White, 2001, p. 47). Thus, the assess-
ments and recommendations made by social workers are not 
simply the accumulation of objective knowledge, but a process 
of interpreting information: 
The process of engaging with others develops, recreates, chal-
lenges, negotiates, and affirms meaning. Therefore, the search 
for meaning requires reflexivity, a process of self-reference 
and examination. (Finn & Jacobson, 2003, p. 70) 
 In a critique of contemporary social work techniques, Finn 
& Jacobson (2003) point out that “systems,” “ecosystems,” and 
“person-in-environment” approaches offer little basis for crit-
ical engagement with questions of power. Based on the idea 
that social workers should help clients adapt to their current 
conditions, these approaches tend to naturalize arbitrary pow-
er differences and acquiesce to the dominant social, political, 
and economic order. In contrast, Finn and Jacobson (2003) ar-
gue, structurally-focused social workers start from the assump-
tion that the dominant political and economic order directly 
contributes to social problems, focusing all of their attention 
on the transformation of existing structures and ignoring the 
role of individuals. Both approaches have pitfalls: the systems 
and ecosystems approaches do not go far enough in addressing 
the power structures that cause client suffering, and structur-
alists overemphasize social inequalities while overlooking the 
capacity of individuals to achieve personal and social change 
(Finn & Jacobson, 2003). By engaging in a continual process of 
reflexivity and self-scrutiny, social workers can remain vigilant 
to the assumptions involved in their practice and balance the 
strengths and pitfalls of both methods.
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Relational Analysis 
 In The Weight of the World (1993/2000), Bourdieu and col-
leagues demonstrate the practice of relational analysis, a practice 
developed and employed by the authors where they interacted 
with subjects on a personal level over prolonged periods, and 
related to them as individuals who were experts about their 
own experiences. Describing the approach, Bourdieu identified 
five strategies for ensuring the truth and thoroughness of inter-
views: (1) making the project’s intentions, goals, and procedural 
principles explicit; (2) clarifying what subjects can and cannot 
say; (3) overcoming the limitations of documentation by taking 
into account body language, vocal stress, or irony; (4) making 
sure that interviewers had extensive knowledge of the social 
contexts of their subjects; and (5) ensuring through a process 
of self-reflexivity that interviewers objectified their social and 
professional contexts, and tried to distance themselves, as far 
as possible, from preconceived notions and values taken from 
their habitus and field (Schirato & Webb, 2003).
 Having described an engagement process that employs 
many of the strategies utilized in standard social work prac-
tice, why did Bourdieu distinguish the sociologists at work in 
Weight of the World from social workers, whom he characterized 
as “agents of the state”? Bourdieu believed that in order to pro-
vide true critical analysis of social conditions and to arrive at 
“truth,” it was essential for the “critical intellectual” to remain 
autonomous from social conditions that could influence his as-
sessment (Bourdieu, 1980/1990, 1990). Although Bourdieu be-
lieved that there were a number of problems with the field of 
sociology during his time (Garrett, 2007a), he also believed that 
sociologists were particularly capable of this task:
One does not enter sociology without severing all the ad-
herences and adhesions by which one is ordinarily bound to 
groups, without abjuring the beliefs constitutive of member-
ship and without renouncing all ties of filiation or affiliation. 
(Bourdieu, 1990, p. 178)
 Furthermore, as argued earlier, Bourdieu harbored many 
doubts about the ability of social workers to remain autonomous 
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and to practice within the context of their own professional val-
ues, especially given the broader context of their position with-
in the bureaucratic field. 
 Evident in Bourdieu’s relational analysis is the idea that 
social workers must be skeptical of the assumed dichotomy 
between a worker’s professional and personal self. In the field 
of social work, professional objectivity is highly valued as a 
quality that allows workers to divorce themselves from subjec-
tive feelings, attitudes, and beliefs that might negatively influ-
ence practice. Rather than attempting to develop a synthesis in 
which professionals make use of their personal selves in im-
plementing professional functions (Shulman, 1991), workers are 
encouraged to remain autonomous from the clients they serve. 
Shulman (1991) suggests that such a separation is not only im-
possible, but that it undermines an essential component of the 
helping process—the interpersonal relationship between the 
worker and the client:
In addition to being complex, social work practice is also a 
dynamic and interactional process in which the variables 
that contribute to the outcomes affect and are affected by 
each other. For example, the worker’s use of particular skills 
and investment of activity and energy may well depend upon 
the worker’s perception of the clients motivation. In turn, in a 
manner of influence best described as reciprocal, the client’s 
motivation may increase or decrease as he or she senses the 
worker’s level of investment. (p. 3)
 In a similar fashion, Bourdieu argued that social scientists 
must keep in mind, first and foremost, that they are not research-
ing “things” but “relations” that are continually changing and 
up to interpretation (Bourdieu, in Bourdieu et al., 1993/2000, 
p. 609). Furthermore, Bourdieu argued that social scientists 
must employ “active and methodical listening” as opposed to 
“half-understanding” based on a “distracted and routinized 
attention” (p. 614). Bourdieu suggested that through these pro-
cesses, social scientists may “avoid the condescension and in-
sensitivity characteristic of other interview situations,” which 
does little more than offer a “projection of doxic belief” (Stabile 
& Morooka, 2003). Bourdieu believed that this practice of en-
gaged listening was effective in suspending, if not completely 
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transcending, commonly held beliefs (doxa) that serve to per-
petuate the symbolic violence experienced by social work cli-
ents (Stabile & Morooka, 2003). As such, Bourdieu believed that 
while relational analysis may at first seem subjective, when 
paired with reflexivity, it could in fact become a more effective 
means of arriving at truth. 
Addressing Inequality 
 In addition to highlighting the ways that social workers 
should examine themselves, their field, and their relationships 
with clients, Bourdieu’s theories also call for social workers 
to critically engage with the sociopolitical order shaping their 
clients’ reality, and to invest their cultural, social, and intellec-
tual capital to oppose inequalities. According to Fram (2004), 
Bourdieu’s formulation of habitus, which is defined in terms of 
an individual’s position within society, and the self-worth he 
derives from his position, requires that social workers consid-
er structural barriers and the effects of underclass status when 
considering the attitudes and behaviors of clients. Furthermore, 
due to the interrelationship of poverty, individual well-being, 
and behavior, Bourdieu’s theoretical framework also makes it 
clear that social work with clients must involve efforts to dimin-
ish the effects of poverty, both material and embodied, in order 
to achieve meaningful change. 
 Citing Bourdieu and Waquant’s (in Bourdieu et al., 
1993/2000) depiction of American ghettos, often characterized 
by an absence of police, schools, health care institutions, and 
social service organizations, Garret (2007a) argues that social 
workers must also resist the push of neoliberalism and the re-
treat of the state in providing a social safety net for the poor. As 
Pileggi and Patton (2003) maintain, when working in a neoliber-
al context, “practitioners of a field become liable to two masters: 
the practices and norms of [their] discipline and the practices 
and norms of the market” (p. 318). In line with this, social work-
ers must resist efforts to make social work more “managerial” 
and market-focused (Garrett, 2007a, 2007b), and to use social 
work as a means of controlling the poor (Bourdieu, in Bourdieu 
et al., 1993/2000). As such, Bourdieu’s theories encourage social 
workers to employ a multi-level approach, addressing not only 
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individual factors but also the effect of structural forces on cli-
ent circumstances. 
Unanswered Questions
 In Jeremy Lane’s (2000) text, Pierre Bourdieu: A Critical In-
troduction, the author makes a salient point that Bourdieu’s 
theories are elitist and deterministic, and that they insinu-
ate that oppressed individuals do not have the proper reflex-
ivity to liberate themselves.  To what degree then, is it possi-
ble that by adopting Bourdieu’s theoretical framework, social 
workers also introduce elitism and determinism into the habi-
tus of their clients?  If, as Bourdieu’s theories postulate, reflex-
ivity is exclusive to social scientists and sociologists, or barring 
that, those with the social and economic means to engage in 
such a practice, how do such claims feed into clients’ feelings of 
hopelessness, dependency, or the notion that they are “objects” 
of welfare? Furthermore, where is there room within Bourdieu’s 
theories for empowerment?  A theory that focuses solely on the 
distinction between “victims” and “perpetrators,” and which 
claims that a protest movement amongst the oppressed would 
be a “social miracle” (Bourdieu, 1998) does not hold much hope 
for self-liberation.   
 While some social workers engage in community and mac-
ro-level social work, most engage one-on-one with clients, within a 
limited span of time.  A number of authors (Emirbayer & Williams, 
2005; Emond, 2003; Horvat & Davis, 2011; Houston, 2002; Kita, 2011) 
have argued that Bourdieu’s theories can be used to inform social 
work with individuals.  However, Bourdieu’s theories largely ne-
gate the ability of individuals to change their habitus outside of 
structural change, or with any immediacy:  
 
… such transformations, as any number of sociological stud-
ies suggest, do not happen ‘spontaneously.’ They must be pre-
pared within the social formation over time, events building 
upon events and opening up spaces of opportunity. This is 
only possible, however, if the events of the present do not 
pass away into nothing but rather cumulate and sediment; if 
the actions of today have a durable impact upon the actions of 
tomorrow. (Crossley, 2001, p. 116)  
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 Within this context, are Bourdieu’s theories useful in help-
ing clients find meaningful change in their personal lives on a 
day-to-day basis without bringing change to the larger social 
context?  Also, if Bourdieu’s theories offer no place for liberation 
consciousness (Lane, 2000) or agency (Fram, 2004; Schinkel, 
2007), how can social workers engage with clients to solve in-
dividual-level problems? Especially considering the limitation 
of time, how do social workers help clients change their per-
sonal circumstances in the absence of structural change? Fur-
thermore, what does it mean for social workers to advocate for 
structural change? Must all social workers fight the “scourge of 
neoliberalism” or are smaller battles also meaningful? 
 Finally, as pointed out by Sayer (2010), Bourdieu’s theories 
do not leave room for social workers to engage with clients in 
terms of morality, responsibility, or concern for others. What 
does this mean for social workers that work with clients who 
have hurt others? Is there room within a Bourdieusian frame-
work to approach clients in terms of personal responsibili-
ty, restorative justice, and compassion for those who have been 
hurt? Within the context of strategic moves within fields, how 
do social workers assist clients in setting things right?
Ways Forward
 Bourdieu’s theories call equally upon critical intellectuals to 
address inequality at the deeply personal level, undermining the 
doxa that defines client’s habitus, while also using social capi-
tal to enact change at the mezzo and macro levels. The fact that 
Bourdieu and his colleagues (1993/2000) specifically identified 
social workers as not living up to this duty may indicate that the 
field has lost its way as the champion for the poor and oppressed. 
 As illustrated by Reisch and Andrews (2002), the field 
of social work has a long tradition of zealous progressivism 
spanning from the settlement houses in the early 20th centu-
ry, through the Rank and File Movement of the 1930s, and cul-
minating in the Radical Social Work Movement of the 1970s. 
These campaigns, headed primarily by social workers, were 
characterized not only by the direct help provided to clients, 
but also by their greater efforts toward equality, including labor 
activism, marches, boycotts, and strikes. In addition, The Rank 
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and File Movement and Radical Social Work Movement both 
challenged the professionalization of social work, believing 
that it undermined the relationship between social workers and 
clients. Instead, these movements encouraged closer relation-
ships between social workers and clients, based on common 
class interests (Ferguson, 2008). 
 Despite this tradition, Ferguson (2008) and others (Garrett 
2007a, 2007b; Waquant, 2010) argue that social work has become 
increasingly conservative, characterized by: 
… policies that insist that the primary role of social work-
ers is to ‘manage’ ‘high-risk’ families or individuals, to ration 
increasingly meager services, and to collude in the demoni-
zation of groups such as young people and asylum seekers. 
(Ferguson, 2008, p. 4)
 In his book, Reclaiming Social Work, Ferguson (2008) also 
makes the point that recent trends toward managerialism have 
left many social workers alienated, despondent, and estranged 
from the profession. If social work is to reclaim its identify as 
a compassionate profession, committed to and aligned with the 
interests of the underclass, it is necessary for it to return to its 
progressive roots and challenge the social structures that under-
mine social justice. According to Ferguson, this is a direction that 
is not only necessary for the well-being of social work clients, but 
also for social workers to be happy and fulfilled in their work.
 For some, however, a command toward structural activism 
may be overwhelming. Are all social workers responsible for 
macro-level social work? What about clients? How do they fit 
within this macro-level activity? Despite his rhetorical focus on 
neoliberalism in Acts of Resistance (1998/1998), Bourdieu’s writ-
ings also demonstrate that he saw the value of small battles 
oriented toward larger social goals. It one example, Bourdieu 
describes efforts by French welfare ministries to protect social 
housing policy:
For example, within the French bureaucracy, when housing 
finance was being reformed, the welfare ministries fought 
against the financial ministries to defend the social hous-
ing policy. Those civil servants had an interest in defending 
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their ministries and their positions; but they also believed in 
what they were doing, they were defending their convictions. 
(Bourdieu, 1998/1998, p. 33)
 In a similar way, social workers can engage in a number of 
everyday actions that are beneficial to the lives of their clients. 
Most importantly, social workers must use reflexivity to exam-
ine and resist the tendency within themselves and their offices 
to blame clients for their situations, focus on weakness, or exert 
domination and control. In addition, within the fields in which 
their clients live, social workers must use their expertise, train-
ing, and social capital to advocate for the provision of concrete 
resources necessary to the lives of their clients. To this end, social 
workers must push their agencies to be less punitive and stingy 
in allocating food, money and other assets to clients, and should 
work with clients to mobilize and access services within their 
community. Above that, social workers must fight efforts within 
their agencies to retract social services or to implement miserly 
means-testing procedures that humiliate and discourage:
‘The world is not a commodity!’ reflects the widespread feel-
ing amongst many social workers that their practice should 
be driven by values of respect and social justice, rather than 
budgetary considerations. (Ferguson, 2008, p. 4)
 Finally, social workers should use their trade unions (Service 
Employees International Union [SEIU], for example) and pro-
fessional organizations (National Association of Social Workers 
[NASW]) to continually advocate on behalf of social work clients. 
During the Occupy Wall Street Movement of 2011, both the SEIU 
and the NASW were galvanized in the national effort to protest 
cuts to essential social services among the poor and middle class. 
While inspiring at the time, efforts among conservatives to cur-
tail basic social services began before the Occupy Movement, 
and continued after. As such, social workers must push their 
representatives to remain vigilant and vocal on behalf of clients, 
even without a national movement to inspire them. At present, 
a number of nationally popular politicians are advocating for 
cuts to food stamps, Social Security, Medicaid, and other fun-
damental social safety net programs. On these issues and oth-
ers like them, clients depend on the social capital, support, and 
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activism of social workers to prevent retrenchment and maintain 
a basic standard of living for the poor. Social workers must use 
their unions and national organizations to lobby Congress and 
to speak within governmental institutions on behalf of the poor. 
To the extent that representatives of the social work community 
are not doing this, it is the responsibility of every social worker to 
spur their affiliations to these causes. 
 While Bourdieu’s theories may appear elitist, esoteric, or 
overly ambitious, they contain an explanatory framework with 
real world meaning for the field of social work. As argued by 
Lane (2000), Bourdieu’s most important theoretical contribution 
is the connection he built between structuralism and existential-
ism through the conceptual use of habitus. This is also Bourdieu’s 
most important contribution to social work. By illuminating the 
way that inequalities influence the self-perception (via symbolic 
violence), attitudes and behaviors of clients, Bourdieu signals to 
social workers that their work on behalf of clients must attend to 
inequality and structural barriers. In addition, as demonstrated 
by Peillon (1998), social workers must also be cognizant of their 
own habitus, using reflexivity to remain fair and earnest advo-
cates for their clients. By applying these salient principles, social 
workers can become more effective and meaningful in their prac-
tice, but also more connected, fulfilled, and relevant.
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Existing research into participation and nonparticipation in U.S. 
public assistance programs is nearly all rooted in the assumption that 
people who meet a program’s eligibility criteria are in need of that 
program’s assistance. Based on in-depth interviews with members of 
75 low-income households, this study argues that the failure to give 
low-income	 individuals	 a	 voice	 in	 defining	 their	 own	need	prevents	
researchers from understanding how and why these individuals choose 
to participate, or not participate, in public programs. The disconnect 
between individual interpretations of need and program eligibility 
standards pushes us to rethink the design of participation research and 
program implementation.
Key words: need, poverty, participation, welfare, public assistance, 
low-income households
Who Defines Need?: Low-Income
Individuals’ Interpretations of Need
and the Implications for Participation
in Public Assistance Programs
Kerri Leyda Nicoll
Massachusetts	College	of	Liberal	Arts
 Social science and social policy research consistently notes 
a discrepancy between the number of Americans eligible for 
participation in public assistance programs and the number that 
participates, such that millions of individuals who are income 
eligible for assistance do not receive it (Bentele & Nicoli, 2012; 
Burman & Kobes, 2003; Dubay, Guyer, Mann, & Odeh, 2007; Fu-
saro, 2015; Kenney & Cook, 2007; Plueger, 2009; Wolkwitz, 2008). 
Scholars have examined this phenomenon from several angles, 
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considering: the relationship between participation and individ-
ual or household characteristics, such as race and education; the 
impact of particular program features, such as benefit levels or 
application requirements, on participation; and the possibility 
that some individuals avoid participation because of the social 
stigma associated with receiving public assistance (Nicoll, 2015). 
 While existing research provides insight into possible rea-
sons for participation and nonparticipation, it is nearly all root-
ed in the assumption that people who meet a program’s eligi-
bility criteria are in need of that program’s assistance. In other 
words, participation researchers, and the policymakers and 
practitioners who rely on their work, take it as given that need is 
an objective measure of life circumstances and that the eligibili-
ty criteria used by public assistance programs equate with how 
individuals and families themselves define their need. This is 
true in spite of ample evidence that low-income families’ per-
ceptions of their situations are significantly more complicated 
than program eligibility assessments are able to measure (Edin 
& Kefalas, 2005; Edin & Lein, 1997; Halpern-Meekin, Edin, Tach, 
& Sykes, 2015; Hays, 2003). 
 In keeping with the theoretical work of scholars like Nancy 
Fraser and Linda Gordon (Fraser, 1987, 1989; Fraser & Gordon, 
1992), this study was motivated by the idea that such assump-
tions made by researchers and policymakers “[impose] mono-
logical, administrative definitions of situation and need and 
so [preempt] dialogically achieved self-definition and self-de-
termination” (Fraser, 1987, p. 115) on the part of those living in 
or near poverty. Based on in-depth interviews with members 
of 75 low-income households, I argue that the failure to allow 
low-income individuals to have a voice in defining their own 
need actually prevents us from understanding how and why 
these individuals choose to participate, or not participate, in 
public programs. If our antipoverty policies are intended to 
reach those in need, we must find ways to assess need that are 
driven not by researchers, policymakers, and practitioners, but 
by low-income individuals’ own perceptions and experiences. 
This study takes an important theoretical and empirical step 
in that direction by identifying the ways in which low-income 
individuals interpret their own need and exploring the implica-
tions of this for their participation choices. 
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Defining Need Interpretation
 Need has often been discussed, both theoretically and in 
the practice of establishing program eligibility standards, as a 
universal or objective concept. In this view, human beings have 
“natural” needs (food, shelter, etc.), and if societies are to sur-
vive and thrive, these needs must be met (see Hamilton, 2004; 
Robertson, 1998). While it may be true that human beings have 
objective needs, my respondents’ narratives provide evidence 
that need is a much more complex phenomenon than can be 
captured in universal terms. In Michael Walzer’s (1983) words, 
“People don’t just have needs, they have ideas about their needs; 
they have priorities, they have degrees of need; and these prior-
ities and degrees are related not only to their human nature but 
also to their history and culture” (p. 66). 
 What Walzer calls people’s “ideas about their needs” corre-
sponds, in part, with what I refer to as interpretations of need. 
I use the word “interpretation,” rather than “idea” or “percep-
tion,” in order to emphasize the active and ongoing nature of 
this phenomenon. My respondents’ “ideas about their needs” 
are made up of retrospective, prospective, and comparative 
views of their lives as they recall past experiences, encounter 
new situations, and describe their circumstances in all of their 
complexities. Interpretation is a process through which my re-
spondents not only narrate but make meaning of their experi-
ences. This occurs both explicitly and implicitly, as they draw 
on every-day events as well as on “taken-for-granted assump-
tions” (Schwartz-Shea, 2006, p. 92) that stem from “their history 
and culture” (Walzer, 1983, p. 66), including what I refer to as 
the U.S.’s hegemonic poverty discourse.
 Numerous scholars have documented a dominant pover-
ty discourse in the U.S., connecting American attitudes about 
poverty and public assistance to what are considered to be fun-
damental American values: a strong belief in the autonomy of 
the individual, the so-called Protestant work ethic, and a com-
mitment to the patriarchal model of the family (Ellwood, 1988; 
Tropman, 1989). These values, it is argued, lead Americans to 
place primary responsibility for poverty on poor individuals 
themselves (Gans, 2009; Gilens, 1999; Hunt, 2004; Lens, 2002); to 
emphasize hard work as the ideal remedy for poverty (Handler 
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& Hasenfeld, 1997; Shipler, 2004); and to reject notions of eco-
nomic or social equality while at the same time supporting civ-
il and political equality (Bussiere, 1997; Fraser & Gordon, 1992; 
Gainous, Craig, & Martinez, 2008; Hochschild, 1981; Katz, 2001; 
Marshall, 1950; Nelson, 1984; Somers, 2008). 
 While U.S. poverty discourse includes “a multiplicity of dis-
cursive elements” (Foucault, 1978, p. 100), the elements described 
here constitute a hegemonic discourse. As described by Susan Sil-
bey (2005), “hegemony is produced and reproduced in everyday 
transactions, in which what is experienced as given is often un-
noticed, uncontested, and seemingly not open to negotiation … 
Although moments of resistance may be documented, in general 
subjects do not notice, question, or make claims against hegemo-
ny” (pp. 331, 333). The U.S.’s history of treating poverty as an indi-
vidual problem and creating public assistance programs that are 
residual, at best, provides ample evidence that these discursive 
elements have become hegemonic.
 According to Nancy Fraser (1987), the policies shaped by the 
U.S.’s hegemonic poverty discourse position help-seekers “as 
passive clients or consumer recipients and not as active co-par-
ticipants involved in shaping their life-conditions” (Fraser, 1987, 
p. 115). This has long led to dissatisfaction with antipoverty 
policies and public assistance programs from all sides. Taking 
low-income individuals seriously as agents of their own lives 
and understanding how and why they make the participation 
choices they do has the potential to change this, but it requires 
careful listening to the narratives these individuals use to de-
scribe their own need. Rather than excluding those living in or 
near poverty from “the political conversations in which [their] 
needs are contested and defined” (White, 1990, p. 49), we must 
enlist them as drivers of those conversations.   
Methods
 The in-depth interviews at the heart of this study were guid-
ed by interpretive research methodology. Interpretive research 
is “closely, even intimately, empirical and concerned with prob-
lems of meaning, conceived of and analyzed hermeneutically or 
otherwise, that bear on action as well as understanding” (Yanow & 
Schwartz-Shea, 2006, p. xii, emphasis in original). It is interested 
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in not only what people think, but how they develop and ar-
ticulate those thoughts. My primary research question (how 
do low-income households make choices about participation 
in public assistance programs?) was asked out of an interest in 
not simply why people might not participate in programs for 
which they are eligible but how their lived experiences and con-
text shape participation choices and what this means for both 
research and practice. 
Sample & Recruitment
 Using an IRB approved protocol, I began recruitment for 
interviews through four Head Start programs run by a single 
nonprofit organization in a Midwestern state. The four pro-
grams, while all in the same geographic region, were located in 
communities that varied in terms of racial and ethnic makeup, 
median household income, and locale (e.g., urban, suburban, 
exurban). Because Head Start programs are required to serve 
low-income families, participants are likely to be eligible for ad-
ditional public assistance programs. According to previous re-
search, however, Head Start families do not necessarily partici-
pate in all of the programs for which they are eligible (Aikens et 
al., 2010; Tarullo, West, Aikens, & Husley, 2008). 
 As a means of validating interview findings with respon-
dents who did not have children enrolled in Head Start, I asked 
Head Start respondents for referrals to family members or 
friends who had children and were in similar economic situa-
tions but were not participating in Head Start. In total, I inter-
viewed 75 individuals, 40 of whom had children enrolled in one 
of the four Head Start programs and 35 of whom were referrals 
living in the same communities. 
 My final sample consisted of 71 women and four men. Be-
cause more women than men live in poverty in the U.S., and 
because female-headed households make up the largest family 
type in poverty (DeNavas-Walt & Proctor, 2015), this is not par-
ticularly surprising. It is also possible that recruitment methods 
and my own gender contributed to more women being willing 
to share their stories with me. The sample was fairly evenly split 
between African American (47.5%) and White (42.5%) respon-
dents, with a small number of respondents (10%) who identified 
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as Hispanic/Latino, Arab American, or multiracial. Additional 
sample demographics are included in Table 1.
Table 1. Sample Demographics¹
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 Finally, it is important to note that every respondent in the 
sample had used at least one public assistance program at some 
point in time and that, at the time of the interviews, only half of 
the respondents were using all of the programs for which they 
were estimated to be eligible.
Interviews
 Based in James Holstein and Jaber Gubrium’s (1995) active 
interview approach, which holds that “all participants in an in-
terview are inevitably implicated in making meaning” (p. 18), 
all interviews followed a single guide but were allowed to flow 
organically, encouraging respondents to narrate their experi-
ences from a variety of perspectives. Because of the breadth and 
depth of material covered, I interviewed each respondent twice, 
separated by about a week. The interviews lasted between 30 
minutes and three hours each. The initial interview asked de-
mographic and life history questions, including questions re-
garding the respondent’s history of public assistance program 
use as well as questions about past and present financial circum-
stances and decision-making. The second interview employed 
both survey and conceptual questions related to the hegemonic 
poverty discourse, including questions that have been used in 
major national surveys and follow-up questions to illuminate 
the respondent’s rationale in survey response choices (Cole & 
Knowles, 2001; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009).
 All interviews took place between April 2012 and April 
2013, and the majority were conducted in respondents’ homes. 
A small number of respondents preferred to meet at their 
child’s Head Start site or in a public location such as a coffee 
shop. Interviews were audio-recorded with the permission of 
respondents and professionally transcribed. All respondents 
have been assigned pseudonyms to protect confidentiality.
Analysis
 Interviews were analyzed hermeneutically, taking into ac-
count both the narratives of respondents and their broader con-
text (Crotty, 1998; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Mantzoukas, 2004). 
The initial round of analysis involved reading through each 
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transcript, highlighting quotes of interest. These quotes were 
used to create a list of themes, which, in turn, became codes 
used in NVIVO 10 software. Additional rounds of reading and 
coding led to new themes until a level of conceptual saturation 
was achieved (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Glaser & Strauss, 1967).
 The concept of “need” arose as a major theme early in my 
analysis, and thus the findings reported below are the result 
of many rounds of reading, coding, comparing, and interpret-
ing more than 150 hours of interview material. The theory that 
respondents’ interpretations of need impact their participation 
choices emerged from the data itself, though it is supported by 
the work of other scholars (Fraser, 1987, 1989; Fraser & Gordon, 
1992; Nelson, 1980).
Results
 My respondents’ interpretations of need were neither as ob-
jective nor as static as the definitions of need used by public 
assistance programs and participation researchers. They were, 
instead, both multidimensional and contextual. 
 By “multidimensional,” I mean that these interpretations 
were not simply based on financial circumstances but were em-
bedded in respondents’ broader interpretations of their lives. 
Like most of us, people living in or near poverty do not com-
partmentalize the various dimensions of their lives (finances, 
family, work, etc.) but think of them holistically, considering not 
only what they need in order to provide for their children’s ma-
terial well-being but also what they need to be good parents, 
to get and keep jobs that provide them with a sense of stability 
and dignity, and to contribute meaningfully to their communi-
ties and to society at large.     
 Respondents’ interpretations of need were also “contextu-
al,” taking into account past and present experiences, expecta-
tions for the future, and comparisons with others. Respondents’ 
narratives demonstrated that people do not develop interpreta-
tions of need in a vacuum; they draw on what they have experi-
enced, what they know, and what they believe. 
 The results reported here highlight the multidimensional 
and contextual nature of need interpretation and point us toward 
new ways of assessing need in research, policy, and practice.
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Multidimensional Interpretations of Need
 Basic	finances. Basic household finances were often the first 
life dimension my respondents discussed, focusing particular-
ly on their ability to provide physical necessities (shelter, food, 
clothing, etc.) for their children. When asked about her circum-
stances, for example, Michele, a white single mother of one who 
made $750–999 per month at her job in a nursing home, said, 
“The most important thing to me was that my daughter always 
had food.” Priscilla, a recently separated African American 
mother of one whose main source of income was her monthly 
Social Security Disability Insurance payment, said, “I have to 
keep a roof over my son’s head … We can’t be on the street.” 
Finally, Danielle, a married African American mother of one 
whose monthly household income was just over $2,000, said, 
“Anything in the car, household, any kind of utilities or rent 
or schooling for [my son]—those are things that come first and 
foremost, because they’re directly related to him, and I’ll pro-
vide for him.” 
 For these mothers—and for the 72 other parents with whom 
I spoke—making sure that their children had their basic ma-
terial needs met came first. Their ability to meet these needs 
was not, however, the only dimension of life they considered in 
interpreting their family’s need.  
 Parenthood/Motherhood. While basic finances were usually 
mentioned first, parenthood (usually motherhood) was the life 
dimension discussed in the most depth by my respondents. Ev-
ery respondent talked about their children and their own role 
as a parent during their interview, and more than half of my 
respondents spoke about these topics in relation to their per-
ceptions of need. This is not particularly surprising, given that 
ideas about motherhood are deeply embedded in the U.S.’s dis-
course about and response to poverty (Abramovitz, 2000; Gor-
don, 1994; Hays, 2003; Piven & Cloward, 1971). While the spe-
cific ideas have shifted from the Victorian image of the (white) 
mother in need of support and protection as she cared for her 
children (Hancock, 2004) to the contemporary standard of a 
wage-earning citizen who fulfills her own work responsibilities 
while also providing for the material and psychological needs 
of her children (Morgen, Acker, & Weigt, 2010; Soss, Fording, 
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& Schram, 2011), public assistance programs have long shaped 
and been shaped by society’s image of the good mother. 
 This is not lost on those mothers who receive assistance from 
social welfare programs. Multiple studies indicate that “welfare 
mothers” are committed to fulfilling the role of “good mother” 
(DeParle, 2004; Edin & Kefalas, 2005; Hays, 2003; Morgen et al., 
2010; Rank, 1994), and my respondents were no different. From 
my poorest respondents, surviving on less than $250 a month, 
to those whose incomes were more than ten times that amount, 
interpreting need meant considering their role as a parent.  
 Caroline, a white single mother of two, found living on an 
income of $250–499 per month while pursuing higher education 
to be a challenge, but she did not view her family as being in des-
perate need, because she felt good about who she was as a mother 
to her children (ages 3 and 4). “I’m pretty fulfilled and happy in 
my life,” she told me. “I want my kids to know that we don’t need 
brand new … We don’t need nothing fancy, we don’t.”
 Elsa, on the other hand, a biracial mother of three, with an 
income of $750–999 per month, seemed to feel more in need 
than Caroline, despite having a steady job and more money:
I feel like I’m stuck in between. I don’t like my job, it don’t 
pay that much, but it pays more than what state aid would 
give me. And then I have to work afternoons, so I’m really 
not spending time with my kids that much, so I don’t really 
like it. 
 The fact that bringing home enough money to provide for 
her family meant sacrificing time with her children led Elsa to 
interpret her need differently than Caroline, who had less mon-
ey but said that she spent “all of [her] time with [her] children.” 
It was clearly important to Elsa that she was able to provide for 
her children’s material needs, but this was not her only consid-
eration in interpreting her family’s need. 
 Other respondents expressed similar concerns. “You want 
to know that your kids are okay,” said Dominique, an Afri-
can American single mother of two with a monthly income 
of $1,000-1,499. “You want to be able to work, you want to be 
able to provide, make sure you’re maintaining everything, but 
you want to make sure your kids are safe, too.” Dominique had 
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recently made the decision to move from two jobs to one despite 
a significant cut in pay, in order to provide her children with 
what they needed, not only materially but also emotionally. 
 Alyson, a white single mother of one with a monthly income 
of $1,500–1,999, said:
If it was just me, I don’t care; I’ll eat peanut butter and jelly 
for the rest of my life, you know? It’s just me. But when you’re 
responsible for another person, it’s hard, because you’re like, 
“I’m failing as a mom.”
Need was not only a financial matter for Alyson but also related 
to how she saw herself as a mother.
 None of these parents would deny that their ability to pro-
vide for their children’s material well-being contributed to their 
interpretation of need, but they also made clear that dimen-
sions of life not as easily measured by assistance applications 
weighed heavily in these interpretations.
 Personal responsibility. In addition to parenthood and objec-
tive financial status, how well respondents perceived them-
selves to fulfill the U.S.’s ideal of “personal responsibility” and 
to comply with society’s dominant work ethic also played a role 
in their interpretations of need. The ethos of personal responsi-
bility was discussed by at least half of my respondents.
 I interviewed Beverly, a single African American mother of 
three who was seven months pregnant with twin boys, in her 
hospital room. She had been admitted for monitoring and possi-
ble induction but insisted that she wanted to complete our inter-
view. When I asked about her family’s financial circumstances, 
Beverly told me:
Part of me is like, “Okay, I’m blessed to have these boys,” be-
cause I didn’t have any boys … But it’s kind of a headache, 
because I can’t work, and when you can’t work, you can’t take 
care of your family the way you want to.
 Beverly described herself as a hard worker, dedicated to 
providing for her family on her own. While she had received 
public assistance in the past, she quickly moved up the ladder 
at her current job: “I went from a second assistant all the way to 
store manager within a year, so they had told me I was making 
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too much money to get food stamps, which didn’t bother me. It 
made me feel good.” Because of this, she did not think of herself 
as being in need. When health concerns related to her pregnan-
cy forced Beverly to go on unpaid maternity leave much earlier 
than she had anticipated, however, her interpretation changed. 
While she found ways to provide for her children with the help 
of family, non-profit, and government assistance, her inability 
to work for those resources herself led her to consider her fami-
ly in more need.
 Other examples of the personal responsibility ethos include 
respondents’ descriptions of their efforts to attain higher edu-
cation, which they viewed as a means of achieving long-term, 
sustainable self-sufficiency. Dave, a white single father of one 
who worked 38 hours a week at a job paying “a quarter more 
than minimum wage,” described his education as a means of 
taking responsibility for his circumstances:
I’m in school full-time to get out of [my current situation]. I 
always say I’m not happy with where I am right now, but I 
made the decision not to go to school when I was supposed 
to go, so [I’m] just trying to play catch up right now to get out 
of it. 
Emphasizing his commitment to the fundamental American 
value of personal responsibility, Dave joined many other re-
spondents in highlighting their efforts to “follow the rules of 
mainstream American culture” (Gans, 2009, p. 81), again using 
the hegemonic poverty discourse as a tool to structure interpre-
tations of need. 
Contextual Interpretations of Need
 Just as my respondents’ interpretations of need encom-
passed the many dimensions of their lives (provider, parent, re-
sponsible worker), they were also firmly embedded in the con-
texts of their lives, drawing on life experiences, expectations, 
and comparisons with others. 
 Retrospective interpretations. All respondents spoke in some 
depth about previous life experiences, particularly in rela-
tion to financial well-being. Thinking about these previous life 
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experiences led some respondents to interpret their current sit-
uations in a more positive light, explaining, at least in part, why 
individuals who appeared to be in difficult, if not desperate, cir-
cumstances, did not consider themselves in need. Shelly, a bira-
cial single mother of three daughters (ages 6, 3, and one month), 
told me that, despite having been recently cut off from her cash 
assistance and having no income other than small amounts of 
assistance from family, “things are going okay.” I asked Shelly if 
she had been through more difficult times in the past. “Oh yeah,” 
she said. “There’s been a few times where I’ve had pretty much 
nothing but myself and my kids.” Compared to her own child-
hood, which she described as “not good at all,” and to earlier 
times when she considered herself truly poor, Shelly’s current sit-
uation, which included a stable place to live and assistance from 
SNAP and WIC (the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for 
Women, Infants, and Children), struck her as “okay.”  
 Alternatively, other respondents remembered better times 
in their past, leading them to interpret themselves as being in 
more, rather than less, need currently. Dawn, a mother of two 
pre-school aged children, remembered what her situation was 
like when the three of them and her boyfriend (the children’s 
father) lived with her parents rather than on their own:
We were pushed into living on our own [when my parents 
moved out of state], so we’ve had to struggle to make it work 
with bills and stuff. I liked it better before, ‘cause I didn’t have 
to pay a bunch of stuff.
 Dawn and her boyfriend were both working when I met her, 
bringing home a combined monthly income of $1,000–1,499, but 
the added expenses that Dawn and her family faced living on 
their own made her report feeling more in need than she did 
when they lived with her parents. Dawn’s family was in ob-
jectively much better circumstances than Shelly’s, but compar-
isons between their current situations and past circumstances 
impacted each woman’s interpretation of need. 
 Prospective interpretations. Many respondents (about one 
quarter of the total sample) also looked to their future—what 
they expected or hoped for—in describing their interpretations 
of need.
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 Sitting at the dining room table in her parent’s suburban 
home, where she paid $300 a month for the bedroom she shared 
with her four-year-old daughter, Janet, a 27-year-old African 
American woman, told me that her financial situation was 
“stressful” and “sometimes sad.” She was making $250–499 a 
month working part-time as a hairdresser while also going to 
school full-time to become a nurse. Despite all of this, Janet did 
not consider herself to be in great need, in large part because 
she was only a few months away from earning her bachelor’s 
degree and anticipated getting a good job and moving out of 
her parent’s house:
I think, right now, some of the choices that I’m making are 
making it so that my future is going to be better. I realize that 
sometimes people have to struggle to get to where they’re go-
ing, and I just think of it as like, I’m in that struggle, so when 
I do get that apartment next year, I’m more appreciative than 
the person whose parents paid for them.
Her conviction that life was going to improve in the near future, 
combined with her pride in having worked her way out of dif-
ficult circumstances, led Janet to feel that her current situation 
was not as bad as it might have seemed from the outside: 
I know a lot of people look at people who are low-income: Is it 
stressful? Yes. I can see how some people fold and get stressed 
out, but I’m not depressed at all, maybe because there’s a light 
very close to the end of my tunnel.
Melanie, a 23-year-old white woman who also had a four-year-
old daughter and made $750–999 each month at her job at a local 
grocery store, told me, “I struggle to pay my bills.” At the same 
time, though, she was confident that her situation was going to 
improve. She had held her current job for three years and said: 
Next year I start getting nice raises, and I top out at quite a bit 
of money at my fifth year being there, which, doubled with 
my benefits through my insurance and the fact that it is union 
… it’s a pretty decent job.
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Melanie kept this in mind when interpreting her need, telling 
herself that if she could “just stick it out for a couple more years,” 
she would be able to provide the life she wanted for her daughter. 
 Both Janet and Melanie were struggling to make ends 
meet, but they did not consider themselves to be in tremendous 
amounts of need, mainly because they viewed their situations as 
temporary. It is interesting to note the emphasis both placed on 
hard work as the basis for their anticipated success. Again, their 
interpretations of need, while drawing on the contexts of their 
own lives, also relied on their broader cultural context—one that 
considers hard work to be the ultimate, if not only, solution to 
poverty and need (Handler & Hasenfeld, 1997; Shipler, 2004).
 Comparative interpretations. Although my respondents inter-
preted need in the context of their own life experiences—past, 
present, and future—the contextual factor that appeared even 
more frequently in their narratives was how they viewed them-
selves in comparison to others.  
 Dave, the 29-year-old single father quoted above, was tem-
porarily living with his own parents until he could save enough 
money to rent an apartment. He paid his parents $100 per week 
for “room and board” for himself and his son, leaving him with 
limited money for other expenses. When I asked him whether 
he had sought out any public assistance, he said:
I would assume that I would be eligible for [assistance], but 
right now I have a lot of help from my mom. I’m very lucky 
with that, so I’d rather not get on too much assistance from 
the government when somebody else could have it. Other 
people might need it.
The fact that he had family resources on which to draw made 
Dave feel less in need than he otherwise might, particularly when 
he considered other people who did not have such resources. 
 Likewise, Jackie, a white married mother of three with a 
monthly household income of $1,500–1,999, told me:
I’m thankful for what I have, because it’s always someone out 
there doing a lot worse … I know for sure my kids eat, they 
have clean clothes on, clean diapers, they are not wanting for 
anything … The next person could be doing a lot worse.  
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 For some respondents, comparisons to others worked in 
the opposite direction, as they contrasted their own situations 
with those they considered to be in less need. Patty, for example, 
told me about the challenge of sending her children to a public 
school where most of the students came from much more afflu-
ent families: 
At first I didn’t really realize it, until I started getting to know 
a lot of the parents, and almost every single parent I know, 
both husband and wife are college graduates, and they’ve 
all had some type of good job … They don’t know, but we 
live different, big time … And when it comes to, just football 
alone, there’s a lot of extra things that people want you to put 
money into, and it’s like, I don’t want to tell them I can’t do it.
If Patty’s children went to school with others from similarly re-
sourced families (her husband earned $1,000-1,499 per month 
for their family of six), she might have felt differently, but, as it 
stood, interacting with the parents of her children’s classmates 
increased her sense of need.
 Liz, a single mother of three, who made $2,000-2,499 per 
month, described similar experiences interacting with her 
co-workers: 
There’s times when they’re like, “Let’s go here for lunch.” I 
can’t do that.  Twenty dollars for me is gas in my car. Twenty 
dollars to me is groceries for half of a week … I don’t think a 
lot of them can even fathom what it’s like to budget the last 
twenty dollars or not know how you’re gonna get groceries in 
a couple of days. They don’t even get it. They will never get it. 
They’re not from the same place.
While Liz had always considered herself to be “struggling” and 
accepted this as a part of life, recent interactions with co-work-
ers highlighted her level of need. Like Patty, the reminders that 
others were providing themselves and their children with a 
lifestyle she could not afford helped to shape Liz’s interpreta-
tion of her own circumstances.
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Discussion
 Interpretations of need are not, in and of themselves, pre-
dictive of the choices people make regarding participation in 
public assistance programs. We cannot draw a causal arrow 
from an individual’s interpretation of need to the choices she 
has made or will make. This is, in part, because these interpre-
tations are unlikely to be static. Over the course of our conver-
sations, as respondents considered various dimensions of their 
lives and the contexts in which those lives were lived, their 
comments demonstrated “changing roles, shifts in narrative po-
sitions” (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995, p. 34). At one point in time, 
a respondent talked from her perspective as a mother, while lat-
er this same respondent expressed a seemingly different, even 
contradictory, point of view as she spoke from her perspective 
as a child growing up in a poor household. 
 Recognizing these different roles and narrative positions 
adds a layer of complexity to respondents’ interpretations of 
need, as they seem to change not only over the course of the 
respondent’s lifetime but even over the course of a single inter-
view. Rather than making interpretations meaningless, howev-
er, these shifts provide us with the opportunity to understand 
the complexity of need, which, in turn, sheds new light on the 
relationship between interpretations of need and participation 
choices, pushing us to rethink the design of both participation 
research and program implementation. 
 If, as appears to be the case, families’ interpretations of their 
own need do not equate with the objective measures that pro-
grams use to assess need, it is unlikely that these programs will be 
successful—either because people who appear to be eligible (i.e., 
“in need”) choose not to participate, or because those who par-
ticipate do not receive the type of help they think they need. In 
short, excluding those living in or near poverty from “the political 
conversations in which [their] needs are contested and defined” 
(White, 1990, p. 49) has resulted in policies and programs that in-
appropriately define what those needs are and who has them.
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Implications for Social Welfare Policy and Research 
 What might our programs, and our research about program 
participation, look like if we did indeed attend to people’s own 
interpretations of their needs? How might we account for the 
multidimensional and contextual ways in which people think 
about their life circumstances? 
 First, we must begin with different questions. Both research 
tools and program applications must find ways to combine 
their current objective measures of need (income, household 
size, assets, etc.) with questions that shed light on people’s 
own interpretations of their need. These might include ques-
tions as simple as “Do you feel that you are able to meet your 
household’s basic needs with your current income?” or a more 
complex scale, similar to that used by the Current Population 
Survey (CPS) to assess food security. Asking respondents about 
the frequency with which they struggle to pay basic household 
bills, the number of times in the past year they have had to 
make choices about which expenses to meet and which to forgo, 
and their anticipated likelihood of such struggles in the future 
could give us a clearer picture of how people think about their 
own need. While questions like these are already being asked 
on national surveys, they do not tend to be used in participation 
research or on program applications, as we continue to rely on 
fairly objective measures of need and eligibility.
 Based on my respondents’ narratives of need interpretation, 
it might also be beneficial to ask program applicants and re-
search participants about needs that are not strictly financial 
but still related to household well-being. These might include 
questions about work history and opportunities, time spent at 
work and with children, and individual perceptions of house-
hold need. Asking questions like these on program applications 
would obviously take more time and detailed attention, which 
would likely require an increase in the number and training of 
caseworkers available to handle applications, but if such ques-
tions result in more adequately meeting families’ needs, this in-
vestment could prove worthwhile in the long-run.
 Attending to individuals’ interpretations of need—and how 
those interpretations are constructed—also has implications for 
the fundamental design of our public antipoverty policies. The 
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multidimensional and contextual ways that people think about 
their needs reminds us that these needs are not simply financial. 
 Redesigning public antipoverty policies from the perspec-
tive of potential participants would require significant restruc-
turing of current public assistance programs. One possibility 
for such restructuring would be to group programs to meet 
the needs of people in particular life circumstances rather than 
setting them up in silos, as our current programs are. Instead 
of providing income eligible households with distinct forms of 
assistance for housing, food, health care, and other financial 
needs, we might group such assistance into program “packag-
es” based on the dimensions and context of self-defined need. 
Such packages might include a time-limited crisis package for 
those in emergency situations (health crisis, disabling accident, 
unanticipated job loss, etc.), a supplemental package for work-
ing families whose jobs do not pay enough to meet basic needs, 
an early childhood package for those who interpret their needs 
as arising mainly from the desire to be good parents to very 
young children, and a transitional support package for those 
who foresee being able to improve their own circumstances af-
ter a short period of time focused on education or otherwise 
enhancing their employment prospects. Each “package” would 
require specialized case managers with knowledge of not only 
public assistance programs but also non-governmental pro-
grams to which recipients might be referred. 
 While different households use current programs in each of 
these ways (i.e., in crises, as supplements to earned income, etc.), 
they are often forced to balance multiple application and recer-
tification processes in order to cobble together several forms of 
assistance, none of which quite meets their needs. Thinking of 
anti-poverty policy as a means of meeting participants’ self-de-
fined needs would not only make programs easier to navigate 
but also better able to lift, and keep, families out of poverty. 
 Designing anti-poverty policy from the perspective of po-
tential participants, as suggested here, would require approach-
ing poverty itself in a new way, transforming our discourse 
from one of mistrust (Levine, 2013) to one in which those liv-
ing in poverty are viewed as legitimate members of society and 
therefore appropriate sources of ideas for policy design. It is 
also possible, of course, that if “new policies create new politics” 
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(Schattschneider, 1960), designing new programs may be exact-
ly what we need in order to change our discourse and begin to 
meet the needs that those living in or near poverty view as the 
most significant.
Study Limitations
 As an interpretive project, this study involved a relatively 
small sample, and while my respondents’ life histories, current 
circumstances, and experiences with public assistance pro-
grams varied considerably, all of these existed within a par-
ticular geographic context. In continuing to develop and test 
theories about need and participation, it will be important to 
conduct similar interviews in other geographic areas, broaden-
ing the sample to encompass respondents in more rural com-
munities as well as cities and suburbs with different historical, 
social, and economic realities. It will also be important to devel-
op and implement larger scale, quantitative or mixed-method 
approaches to testing the relationship between these concepts.
 A second limitation of the study is one common to research 
on participation and nonparticipation in public assistance pro-
grams and arises from the challenge of estimating program el-
igibility. Estimation methods vary from study to study, but all 
face two major issues. First, as Ashenfelter (1983) and Shaefer and 
Gutierrez (2011) have noted, income may be endogenous to par-
ticipation, such that households who are “near eligible” (i.e., just 
above the income or asset cutoff for a particular program) could 
be eligible with slight changes to their income or assets. If these 
households are making a conscious choice to be ineligible, exclud-
ing them from consideration may result in researchers’ failure to 
examine important factors in participation decisions. Second, as 
states have implemented a range of restrictive eligibility policies 
that continue to change over time, particularly in connection to 
TANF, families who appear income- and asset-eligible for a pro-
gram may be deemed ineligible by other state restrictions such 
as time limits and low earnings thresholds. To combat this issue, 
Trisi and Pavetti (2012) use the TANF-to-poverty ratio (the ratio of 
families receiving TANF cash assistance to the number of fami-
lies in poverty) in estimating TANF participation rates, but this is 
an aggregate rather than individual-level measure. Both of these 
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issues make it difficult to accurately classify my respondents as 
eligible or ineligible participants or nonparticipants in public as-
sistance programs.
Conclusion
 As the U.S. continues to confront a poverty rate of nearly 
15%, with millions of households exceeding 100% Federal Pov-
erty Level (FPL) but still eligible or near-eligible for assistance 
from public assistance programs, it is imperative that we find 
new ways to understand not only the impact of participation 
on people’s lives and well-being but also the reasons why large 
numbers of households who could receive assistance fail to do 
so. This study presents a new theory for explaining how low-in-
come households make participation choices and demonstrates, 
through the use of in-depth interpretive data, the ways in which 
this theory contributes to broader research on participation. It 
also serves as a call to those who design and implement our 
public antipoverty policies, reminding them that if we want to 
assist low-income families in meeting their needs, we must first 
attend to how they interpret those needs for themselves.
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This research examines birth control and sterilization practices aimed at 
low-income black women in the United States from 1939-1950, within 
the	framework	of	specific	race-	and	class-based	constructions	of	moth-
erhood in the Jim Crow South. How these social services aimed at re-
productive	health	were	grounded	within	differential	ideals	about	family,	
childbirth, and motherhood for White versus African American women 
is explored. Evidence is presented from archival collections containing 
records for Planned Parenthood’s Negro Project, The Association for 
Voluntary Sterilization’s programs, and The American Social Health 
Association’s public health programs. Birth control services in the South 
were delivered within a framework mandating ideals of proper versus 
unfit	mothers.	While	strict	enforcement	of	Jim	Crow	segregationist	poli-
cies contributed greatly to the lack of long-term sustained services aimed 
at poor Black women, the intersection of race, class, and gender in social 
constructions of motherhood also played a role.
Key words: family ethic, birth control, intersectionality, motherhood, 
sterilization
 Images of an ideal mother have been socially constructed 
and fraught with assumptions based on race and class through-
out the twentieth century, as well as in previous eras. For wom-
en of color, motherhood and the concept of proper mothering is 
historically intertwined with legacies of control and discrimi-
nation (Roberts, 1999). African American women living in the 
South under Jim Crow era policies were a common target for 
A Right to Motherhood?
Race, Class, and Reproductive Services
in the Jim Crow South
Cynthia Edmonds-Cady
Illinois State University
144 Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare
experimental and constraining reproductive services (Schoen, 
2005). These services were developed within a framework of 
proper mothering that did not include poor or Black women 
as ideal mothers. Instead, these women had to fight for control 
over reproduction, freedom from involuntary sterilization, and 
their rights to childbearing. This article focuses on specific re-
productive services aimed at poor Black women in the 1940s Jim 
Crow South, analyzing how the intersection of race and class in 
the social construction of motherhood helped shape the specific 
development and implementation of programs. Planned Par-
enthood’s Negro Project and the various sterilization programs 
that were implemented during this time are presented as exam-
ples of the way race and class intersected in poor Black women’s 
access to motherhood.
 This work builds on previous feminist scholarship that con-
nects gender, race, and class to social services and mechanisms 
of control in U. S. society (Abramovitz, 1996; Gordon, 2007; Rob-
erts, 1999; Schoen, 2005). Archival records from programs de-
signed to provide family planning services to poor women in 
the American South between 1939 and 1950 are explored. 
 Primary sources were examined from various collections that 
held organizational documents, letters, notes, and memos related 
to the development and implementation of Planned Parenthood’s 
Negro Project. Other primary source documents were analyzed 
from The Association for Voluntary Sterilization and the Amer-
ican Social Health Associations’ records related to their work 
with Planned Parenthood in the South. The archival collections 
include the Florence Rose Papers, the Margaret Sanger Papers, 
and the Planned Parenthood Federation of America Collection at 
Smith College’s Sophia Smith Collection archives, Northampton, 
Massachusetts. They also include The Association for Voluntary 
Sterilization Records and the American Social Health Associa-
tion Records held at the University of Minnesota’s Social Welfare 
History Archives in Minneapolis, Minnesota. 
 An intersectional analysis of the historical evidence was 
used to examine how categories of race, class, and gender 
shaped women’s access to reproductive rights. Intersectional-
ity assumes that categories of race, class, gender, and sexuali-
ty are interlocking social locations that shape one another, and 
are unable to be analyzed separately or additively (Andersen & 
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Collins, 2001; Weber, 2001). Intersectionality provides a frame-
work for scholarship that examines how individuals are not 
simply one-dimensional, based on one social location (e.g., Af-
rican American), but exist within multiple social locations (e.g., 
African American middle-class woman). This is a particularly 
salient framework for examining how individuals are affected 
by, and in turn react to, social policies and programs in human 
services. I argue that when the intersection of women’s social 
locations is ignored in our assessment of social service provi-
sion, various nuances in these services are missed. Understand-
ing not only how race defined Planned Parenthood’s efforts in 
the South, but how gender and class were intersected in this 
work can provide critical insight for current social policy and 
advocacy work for women’s reproductive justice.
 Feminist scholars have noted that the issue of reproductive 
rights for women of color and poor women is distinctly differ-
ent from the movement for birth control that was led by mid-
dle-class White women in the mid- to late twentieth century 
(Silliman, Gerber Fried, Ross, & Gutierrez, 2004). The rhetoric of 
choice that is infused within discussions of women and repro-
ductive control does not attend to the history of social control 
that some women experienced (Gordon, 2007). Women of color 
have had differential expectations placed on them with regard 
to their labor both within and outside of the home. The abuses 
to black women’s bodies by state systems from slavery onward 
resulted in a legacy of control over these women’s reproductive 
choices (Roberts, 1999). 
 Historically, the idealization of motherhood was not extend-
ed to all women equally. Dependency on men was more often 
encouraged for White middle-class women, resulting in an ide-
alistic image of motherhood that was unattainable for Black or 
poor women (Solinger, 1999). These women endured a history 
of attempts to control their access to motherhood through rou-
tine sterilizations, particularly of poor women participating in 
public welfare programs (Roberts, 1999). Involuntary steriliza-
tions were carried out on a particularly large scale in the South-
ern United States (Schoen, 2005). Records from North Carolina’s 
state-run eugenics board indicate the state’s routine practice of 
sterilizing poor women, particularly those who were Black, be-
gan in 1929 and did not end until 1975 (Schoen, 2005).  
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 The concept of the “family ethic” (Abramovitz, 1996, pp. 
13–44) is a helpful lens through which to interpret the histori-
cal evidence on reproductive service provision to poor women 
during the 1940s. The idea of a family ethic builds on Socialist 
Feminist analyses, describing a construct developed as part of 
the ideology of capitalism in the U.S., accelerating throughout 
the age of Industrialization. This ideology placed pressure on 
White middle-class women to provide labor within the home 
caring for their family and household, allowing the male bread-
winner full access to the labor force outside of the home. This 
meant that only White middle-class women were encouraged 
to fully embrace the rights of womanhood, fulfilling the role of 
the ideal mother. Women of color and poor women of all races 
were not included in this construct. A family ethic was histor-
ically established and remains connected to the development 
of capitalism in the U.S., and the need for control over whose 
wage labor should be supported; it also ensures a ready source 
of cheap labor in the form of male and female minority groups 
and poor women (Abramovitz, 1996). 
 While the ideological strength of the family ethic meant 
that Black women’s motherhood status was not glorified, these 
women were also subjected to exploitative “mammy” images 
(Collins, 2000). These images circumscribed Black womanhood 
to the role of caretaker for White families’ children, or asex-
ualized domestic servant, and both roles maintained subordi-
nation to the needs of dominant White male power. The Black 
“mammy” was expected to provide work outside the home for 
the benefit of White society, not her own children. She was not 
granted access to the cult of true womanhood, as White mid-
dle-class women were, since she was expected to maintain her 
value as a worker providing domestic labor for other people’s 
children, rather than her own (Collins, 2000).   
 During the 1940s, Black women were indeed in the labor 
force in higher numbers than White women. By 1940, one in three 
Black women were part of the workforce, compared to only one 
in five White women (Giddings, 1984). Most of these Black wom-
en were working in low-wage positions in fields such as service, 
domestic, or low-skill agricultural jobs, particularly in the south-
ern states. Even after the increase in women workers during the 
war effort of World War II, Black women continued to be shut out 
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of higher wage employment opportunities, or offered only the 
dirtiest and most strenuous jobs (Giddings, 1984). 
 The ideology of a family ethic created assumptions about 
proper mothering. Programs active in the 1940s followed sup-
positions that proper (laboring in the home) motherhood was 
a White middle-class phenomenon. This resulted in reproduc-
tive services that administered a form of control over access to 
motherhood for poor White and Black women (Abramovitz, 
1996). Although White women were expected to enter the labor 
force to help in the war effort during World War II, due to racial 
discrimination Black women did not benefit equally from these 
typically higher paying jobs (Giddings, 1984). Once the war was 
over, all women were expected to give up their industrial jobs to 
returning soldiers, with Black women and poor women largely 
expected to return to low-wage domestic work or apply for wel-
fare benefits, while White middle-class women were encour-
aged to maintain the ideals of proper mothering and keep their 
labor in the home (Abramovitz, 1996; Giddings, 1984). Thus, the 
potency of the family ethic meant that ideas about women and 
wage labor were little changed throughout the 1940s, with the 
brief exception of the labor demands based on the war effort. 
The services aimed at reproduction and mothering that were 
developed during this period maintained this ideology of ac-
cess to motherhood for some, but not all. 
Birth Control Use and Controversy
in the Black Community
 Beginning in the 1920s and continuing throughout the 1930s 
and 1940s, birth control for Black women was sometimes inter-
preted within the Black community, both North and South, as 
suspect. Some local Black clergy and Black activists fought the 
distribution of birth control on religious grounds and fears of 
racial genocide. Marcus Garvey and his Universal Negro Im-
provement Association was perhaps one of the most vocal crit-
ics of birth control for the Black population, passing an official 
resolution condemning it in 1934 (Roberts, 1999). However, de-
spite this activism against birth control, there is evidence that 
Black women held a more pragmatic view. 
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 As early as the 1920s, many Black women in the South were 
trying to control reproduction using what forms of birth control 
were available to them. A review of advertisements in popular 
Black magazines and literature throughout the 1920s and 1930s 
uncovers an increasing number of ads for such things as douche 
powders, suppositories, and vaginal jellies, all with the intent of 
preventing pregnancy (Rodrique, 1989). A 1940 study of Black 
women in Philadelphia also found that 40 to 60 percent of study 
participants claimed to be using birth control (Roberts, 1999). 
 Some Black male leaders were advocating for birth control 
during the 1940s. W.E.B. Du Bois, who was well known for his 
work on civil rights, was one of the first leaders in the Black 
community to publicly take a stand in favor of birth control. 
During the early 1940s, he served as the Chairman of the De-
partment of Sociology at Atlanta University, later working as 
the Director of Special Research for the National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) from 1944 to 1948 
(Lewis, 2000). While many scholars have focused on Du Bois’ 
participation in the founding of the NAACP and his civil rights 
work, he was also a strong advocate for Black women’s rights to 
access birth control. 
 In “Black Folk and Birth Control,” Du Bois (1932) wrote that 
Blacks needed wider access to birth control, stating that they 
had been practicing various forms of birth control for a long 
time. He specifically asked that the Black churches take a more 
liberal attitude toward the subject and requested that Planned 
Parenthood present material in these churches. Du Bois blamed 
poverty, fear of immorality, and fear of the race not surviving 
for the lack of a greater acceptance of birth control in the Black 
community during the 1930s. He also chose to serve in an ad-
ministrative position on the board of Planned Parenthood be-
ginning in 1940 (Rose, 1940). 
  Another prominent male figure in the Black community, 
E. Franklin Frazier, a Professor of Sociology at Howard, and a 
well-known Black social worker, also advocated for birth con-
trol. Writing in Negro Digest (a magazine similar to Readers Di-
gest that was aimed primarily at middle-class Blacks) in July of 
1945, he argued that it was a lack of knowledge about how birth 
control use can increase the chances of having healthier babies 
likely to live through infancy, that was related to the high infant 
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and maternal mortality rates for Blacks (Frazier, 1945). This 
view fit that of White middle-class health professionals who 
emphasized child spacing as a solution to problems of infant 
and maternal mortality rates for Black women, claiming that 
the Black community should not focus on simply having a high 
birth rate to preserve the race, but instead use birth control as 
a way of insuring that healthier children were born who lived 
longer (Division of Negro Services, 1940b). 
 While historians have disputed the idea that Black wom-
en did not want access to birth control during the 1940s by il-
lustrating that they were already using forms of it, the view of 
birth control as racial genocide for Blacks was maintained by 
some, but not all, within the Black community (Roberts, 1999; 
Rodrique, 1989). Amongst this ambivalence about birth control, 
Planned Parenthood developed a project aimed specifically at 
poor Southern Blacks. Why did the Negro Project emerge when 
it did, and what beliefs about motherhood for poor Black wom-
en helped shape this program? Although the project’s stated 
aim was to lower infant and maternal mortality rates in the ru-
ral South, when we examine the ways that this project was de-
signed and implemented, we can see that it was both a product 
of and a further contributor to the ways that motherhood was 
socially constructed for poor Black women.  
Limiting the Number of Children
Born to Poor Southern Blacks:
Planned Parenthood’s Negro Project
 The Negro Project was developed by Margaret Sanger of 
Planned Parenthood (then called the Birth Control Federation of 
America) with the stated goal of providing birth control access 
for poor Blacks in the American South. It was first established 
in 1939, and was initially implemented at three demonstration 
sites: Nashville (Tennessee), Berkeley County (South Carolina) 
and Lee County (South Carolina). According to a 1943 report 
submitted by Planned Parenthood’s Chairman of the National 
Advisory Council on Negro Programs, local public health de-
partments administered the project, with much of the weight in 
carrying it out placed on public health nurses (Johnson, 1943). 
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While the Nashville site required that women come into the 
clinic for birth control, the two South Carolina sites ordered 
nurses to visit the women in their homes, sometimes even plac-
ing quotas on the nurses to solicit and maintain a certain num-
ber of participants in the program (Johnson, 1943). 
 The Negro Project was coordinated by Florence Rose, who 
had been working for Sanger and Planned Parenthood since 
1930. The stated intent of the project was to provide a, “well 
rounded program which includes obstetrical service, infant 
care, and a baby-spacing program” that was aimed at reducing 
Black infant and maternal mortality in key southern communi-
ties (Rose, 1942a). The project was developed based on the ide-
als of child spacing. In Planned Parenthood’s 1943 report on the 
Negro Project, titled “Better Health for 13,000,000,” child spac-
ing was presented as having the potential to:
Bolster maternal and child health, reduce high death rates 
among mothers and children, check the spread of venereal 
and other diseases by making it possible for ill parents to 
postpone having children until cured, help lift the family 
standard of living by enabling parents to adjust the family 
size to the family income, and raise the health standards of 
the whole community (Johnson, 1943, p. 3). 
The program rested on the belief that by administering birth con-
trol and training poor Blacks to use it, the women’s and their fam-
ilies’ health would increase, as would that of their communities.  
 An influential document that was used to establish the need 
for such a project, focused on southern poverty. A 1937 report 
on the birth control needs of Blacks in the state of Virginia was 
written by Hazel Moore; titled “Birth Control for the Negro,” 
this document was used by Planned Parenthood leaders in the 
development of the project. Moore had previously worked for 
the American Red Cross and had been hired by Sanger to work 
as a lobbyist in the birth control movement. Moore was asked 
to report on a demonstration project in Virginia, subsequently 
concluding that there was a desperate need for birth control in 
southern Black communities. Although the project and the report 
were well intentioned, southern Black women were portrayed as 
having no knowledge of birth control and as being ruled by re-
ligious superstition. Moore claimed that, “Religious superstition 
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and absolute ignorance on the subject among the Negro people 
was recognized as the most difficult handicap [to the program]” 
(Moore, 1937, p. 1). Her report concludes by stating: 
And so I feel we should continue to make a simple method of 
birth control available for these forgotten women of the south. 
Be patient with their lack of understanding—their supersti-
tions and doubt—double our efforts to assure them Birth 
Control is for the betterment of their families and their race 
and we will be more than rewarded by their cooperation and 
unfailing gratitude. (Moore, 1937, p. 3)
 Thus, the Negro Project was established based on beliefs 
and assumptions about poor Black women in the South: they 
did not have knowledge of birth control, and they were acting 
mainly out of religious superstition. This was also echoed in the 
early reports on the Negro Project once it got underway. When 
patients discontinued their use of the birth control methods 
taught and prescribed by the public health nurses hired for the 
project, workers’ reports blamed patient beliefs that it would in-
terfere with marital relations, would cause numerous diseases, 
or on the following of religious leaders’ commands that birth 
control was a sin (Johnson, 1943). This stands in contrast to the 
narratives of poor Black southern women themselves. 
 Many Black women in the poor, rural southern commu-
nities that were targets for the Negro Project were resistant to 
the claims by White middle class birth control advocates that 
child spacing alone would solve their problems. The following 
perspective of a poor Black woman in Georgia during the Jim 
Crow era, published in Gerda Lerner’s (1992) book Black Women 
in White America: A Documentary History (“Having a baby,” 1964) 
is illustrative. This woman talks about her life in the South and 
her desire to have control over her own motherhood. She dis-
cusses the fears that she has about the intentions of what she 
refers to as “the birth control people” who told her to plan her 
children by the “ten-year plan, one every ten years,” which she 
interpreted to mean not having any children. In her eyes, she 
knew best when to have her children, and the child spacing ad-
vocates were simply trying to take that control away. She also 
condemns the focus simply on birth control to eliminate pov-
erty and poor health, stating, “Even without children my life 
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would still be bad—they’re not going to give us what they have, 
the birth control people” (“Having a baby,” 1964, p. 314). Some 
women believed the birth control advocates were attempting to 
take away their own control over mothering decisions, and that 
the narrow focus on birth control did not help improve the ma-
terial conditions of their lives.    
 During late 1942, Negro Project leaders made attempts to 
reach out to Black professional organizations, although the 
project was already designed and implemented. Rose made re-
quests to various black organizations for Planned Parenthood 
staff to attend and exhibit at several conferences and meetings, 
including The Ohio Conference on Social Work Among Ne-
groes, the Convention of the Bluegrass Teachers Association, 
and the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters convention (Rose, 
1942b). After targeting professional Black organizations and 
doctors, project leaders next focused on Black ministers in poor 
southern communities to spread the gospel of birth control, set-
ting up Negro Birth Control Committees at each of the sites. 
Project leaders wanted Black clergy and prominent profession-
als to assist in making the project more palatable to targeted 
groups (Gordon, 2007). 
 In a reply to a letter from Dr. Gamble on his advice that the 
Negro Project be well grounded in the Black community, Rose 
asked that she be allowed to use part of her upcoming vaca-
tion time to visit some of the potential sites. She expressed her 
feeling that she was not getting information on what needed to 
be done for the project firsthand, and as such felt the need to 
do some of the field work and interviews herself, rather than 
allowing those in the local communities to do this on their own 
(Rose, 1939a). The historian Linda Gordon (2007) cites a private 
memo from Dr. Gamble as evidence that there was never any 
intention of handing over control to the Black community. Writ-
ten during the early planning stage of the project, Gamble advo-
cates letting the project appear to be run by Blacks, so they will 
not be suspicious of the intent (Gordon, 2007, p. 235). Although 
numerous Black professionals were invited to help promote the 
project, they were not granted decision-making power (Gordon, 
2007; Roberts, 1999). 
 In their attempts to involve Black members with the adviso-
ry board, as well as doctors, nurses, and even journalists, both 
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Sanger and Rose claimed that they were attempting to ground 
the project in the Black community. Early in the development 
of the project, Rose stated in a short note to Dr. Gamble that her 
goal was not to come into the Negro Project with her own per-
spectives of the problem, but to try to “clarify their own think-
ing on the subject” (Rose, 1939b, p. 1). She gives the example of 
setting up the Negro Advisory Council and acknowledging the 
sensitivity of the subject and controversy surrounding the pro-
gram. She was insistent that Planned Parenthood staff convince 
Black women of the positive motives of the project (Rose, 1939b). 
In establishing the board for the Negro Project, Rose made it 
clear that they wanted Blacks alone on the board, and would 
only place interested Whites in unofficial positions. Arthur D. 
Wright, who was a White unofficial member and president of 
the Southern Educational Fund, even suggested that they in-
clude mainly Black women on the board, since in his opinion 
a man would not have a chance of being successful at these 
efforts in the South (Rose, 1940). Later, in a 1941 report, Rose 
requested money to hire a Black female journalist to act as a 
liaison with the Black press and to act as a public information 
person spreading the word about the program from county to 
county (Rose, 1941).
 Some attempts were made to specifically include mid-
dle-class Black women. Mary McLeod Bethune, Chief of the Di-
vision of Negro Affairs for the National Youth Administration 
at the time, stated in an interview with Rose that she was very 
supportive of Planned Parenthood’s work and the establish-
ment of the Negro Project. Bethune initially accepted a position 
as a member of the board, but stated later in a letter to Rose that 
after speaking with her executives and board members, she re-
gretted that she must decline, not because she did not believe 
in the work, but because she might be “misunderstood.” Rose 
also reported that Dr. Virginia Alexander declined an offer to 
serve on the board, although she too stated that she supported 
the project (Rose, 1940).  We do not really know what Bethune 
meant about being misunderstood, or why Dr. Alexander de-
clined to serve on the board, but because the controversy over 
birth control in the Black community is something that has 
been well documented, they may have been concerned about 
the appearance of being aligned with Planned Parenthood. 
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 Although Du Bois was among those who did agree to serve 
on the board, several other Black professionals who were asked 
at first agreed, then later changed their minds. In Rose’s sum-
mary of field reports on the Negro Project for 1940, she indicates 
some difficulty getting prominent Blacks to agree to be on the 
board, particularly women, and states her frustration that many 
who agreed changed their minds later (Rose, 1940). At least two 
Black male doctors, Dr. Adams and Dr. Johnson, outright re-
fused the request, claiming their opposition to the project due 
to the fear that it would decrease the Black population. Rose 
reported that there existed an ambivalence about birth control 
in the Black community, as well as suspicions about services 
designed and implemented by Whites (Rose, 1940).
 Some project personnel were conscious of the need to hire 
more Blacks as staff members. In the Division of Negro Services’ 
reports on the project during the end of 1940, concerted efforts to 
find grants to hire Black employees were documented (Division 
of Negro Services, 1940a). In late 1941, Dr. Forrester Washington, a 
black male social worker and Director of the Atlanta School of So-
cial Work at Atlanta University, sent Rose a list of several hundred 
Black social workers’ names and agreed to send a personal letter to 
key people in the social work field (Washington, 1941). However, 
these efforts were directed at hiring employees to carry out the 
mission of the Negro Project, which had already been established, 
and not necessarily to assist in planning or leadership of that effort. 
In Schoen’s (2005) scholarship on birth control in the South, she 
provides evidence that African American professionals consistent-
ly asked that birth control campaigns involve the Black communi-
ty in the planning of such projects. Some members of the Division 
of Negro Services’ National Advisory Council repeatedly called 
for integrating contraceptive services with medical services, as 
well as hiring more Blacks to work in these programs, to no avail 
(Schoen, 2005). For the most part, these requests were ignored, 
with Planned Parenthood leaders focused on setting up more 
demonstration clinics following their existing model, involving 
middle-class Blacks only in a peripheral way, with poverty-class 
Blacks viewed strictly as recipients of services. As Gordon (2007) 
has indicated in her analysis, although middle class Blacks were 
asked to promote the project, White leaders of the Negro Project 
had difficulty sharing actual leadership.
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The Black Granny Midwife:
Indigenous Expert or Obstacle to Success?
 Although members of the Negro Project understood the need 
to reach poor Black women as targets for services at the clinics, 
the relationship of the project to midwives in the communities 
served provides an example of its lack of indigenous leadership. 
Decisions were made by Planned Parenthood administrators 
to focus on public health clinics, both standing and traveling 
clinics, as the sites for implementation. In a confidential report 
summarizing her spring orientation trips, Negro Project per-
sonnel Marie B. Schanks (1944b) referred to the fifty midwives 
working in Madison, Tennessee as a problem to be dealt with, 
as they remained uncooperative with the project. During her 
trip to Durham, North Carolina, project personnel told Schanks 
that they felt very comfortable working with one particular 
midwife, although they did not indicate why (Schanks, 1944c). 
Apart from this instance, there were very few examples of the 
project working successfully with local midwives. 
 A LIFE magazine article from 1940 that introduced and 
praised the Negro Project illustrates some of the attitudes to-
wards local midwives. The article focused on South Caroli-
na’s program, describing how local Black midwives were be-
ing trained to do a better job by the White health department 
personnel working in the project. It included a photograph of a 
White traveling health department nurse visiting the bedside of 
a Black mother and her newborn. It was noted that the visiting 
nurse had to correct the Black midwife, telling her that the in-
fant should not be permitted to sleep with the mother and that 
the windows should always be shut tightly against the outdoor 
air (“Birth control,” 1940). White public health experts portrayed 
the Black midwives as in need of constant correction. 
 The Black midwives of the South, or “granny midwives,” 
as public health officials referred to them, were well respected 
within their indigenous communities, and were viewed simi-
larly to Black ministers. They were trusted to preserve import-
ant cultural traditions, and provide care for pregnant women 
throughout the entirety of pregnancy and birth. They were 
more affordable than physicians, and more willing to serve 
poor rural Black women (Smith, 1994). In Smith’s study of the 
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relationship between White public health nurses and Black mid-
wife grannies in Mississippi, she states that midwives viewed 
many of the procedures advocated in state-mandated training 
sessions as going against their own practice wisdom. One par-
ticularly egregious mandate for state registration to practice 
was that they were forbidden to conduct digital examinations of 
laboring women, which meant that they had no way of know-
ing how labor was progressing. Public health nurses feared that 
the grannies would inadvertently cause infection (Smith, 1994). 
 Some public health officials, after working with granny 
midwives on training and registration, saw how integral these 
women were to reproductive health in poor, rural, Black com-
munities. The Mississippi midwives were influential in reduc-
ing rates of venereal disease and promoting immunizations for 
children by educating and bringing citizens in for treatment to 
the public health clinics. However, despite examples of Black 
midwife grannies as trusted indigenous health care provid-
ers within their own communities, continued regulation and 
forced retirements meant that by 1948 their numbers across the 
South were minimal (Smith, 1994).  
 From the early planning stages, leaders in Planned Parent-
hood’s Negro Project portrayed local Black midwives as obsta-
cles to the success of the project. This played into the assump-
tions and beliefs about poor Black women, illustrating ways 
that motherhood for this population was socially constructed. 
It stands in contrast to the description of midwifery in the South 
found in the oral history of Willie Ann Lucas (n.d.), which was 
published in the compilation of narratives by Blacks titled Re-
membering Jim Crow: Blacks Tell about Life in the Segregated South 
(Chafe, Gavins, & Korstad, 2001). Lucas’s descriptions give us 
some insight into a Black southern midwife practicing in the 
1940s. She was a third-generation midwife who received her 
license from the state of Arkansas in 1945. Lucas described 
getting some training for her practice, unlike her mother, who 
practiced in the previous decade and received none. She also de-
scribed some procedures for sterilizing instruments that were 
commonly used, and indicated that doctors in rural areas had a 
collaborative relationship with midwives. The doctors relied on 
midwives to handle the childbirth and other reproductive needs 
of poor rural women (who had little money, usually paying in 
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livestock) except in cases of emergency, when the doctor would 
be contacted (Lucas, n.d.). Lucas’s story illustrates that in some 
instances doctors and midwives were working together in the 
South during the 1940s, with midwives being relied upon in ru-
ral communities. It also tells us that some medical procedures 
were being performed by midwives, with an understanding 
that sterilization of instruments was necessary, and that train-
ing was being given by 1945. 
 Alicia Bonaparte’s (2015) study of physicians’ medical jour-
nal writings that advocated against midwifery (by promoting 
extensive education and supervision of the Black granny mid-
wife) during the first half of the 20th century, demonstrates 
their intention to eventually eliminate Black midwives, posi-
tioning themselves as the only source of expertise in birthing. 
Bonaparte (2015) also notes examples of White male physicians 
in rural South Carolina (a main site for the Negro Project) who 
did work with granny midwives, understanding their impor-
tance in reaching poor, rural, Black women. 
 Although there were some examples of limited partnerships 
between White health professionals and Black midwives in the 
South, in the case of Planned Parenthood’s Negro Project, lead-
ers never utilized local midwives in planning or implementa-
tion. Black granny midwives were viewed alongside poor rural 
Black women as part of the population targeted for interven-
tion, because they were also viewed as ignorant of proper birth 
control and reproductive health. 
Black Women, Poor Women, and Sterilization:
Birth Control or Control of Motherhood?
 Child spacing through birth control was not the only repro-
ductive service offered to poor women in the South. Sterilization 
was an accepted method of birth control and was also vulnera-
ble to socially constructed ideals of motherhood in America. In 
the opening chapter of Johanna Schoen’s (2005) book on wom-
en’s access to birth control and the State’s use of practices such 
as sterilization of poor women and women of color in the South, 
she states that, “reproductive technologies” could “extend re-
productive control to women, or they could be used to control 
women’s reproduction” (Schoen, 2005, p. 3). 
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 Women’s access to the tools necessary to control their own 
reproductive health has always been constrained by those in 
positions of power. For poor women of all races, and particular-
ly for Black women, the State was heavily involved in reproduc-
tive policies. Gender intersected these policies in various ways. 
If a woman petitioned the state to be sterilized and her hus-
band objected, regardless of the number of children she had, 
her petition would be denied, and if a woman had a child out 
of wedlock, particularly if she was Black and poor, she might 
be labeled feeble-minded and ordered to undergo a forced ster-
ilization (Schoen, 2005). Thus, the concept of sterilization as a 
legitimate choice for women’s reproductive control is compli-
cated and fraught with danger for the most vulnerable women. 
Instead, assumptions about proper mothers, and the socially 
constructed aspects of these assumptions that are grounded in 
race and class status, also contributed to the practice of forced 
sterilization for some women.
 Between 1939 and 1950, the use of sterilization as a method 
of choice in family planning decision-making was influenced 
in part by the Eugenics movement and the quest to eliminate or 
reduce births to those deemed undesirable. Much of the propa-
ganda in favor of sterilization was focused on those who were 
thought to be feeble-minded, morally degenerate, criminal, or 
illegitimate. The propaganda claimed that society was not fulfill-
ing its duty by allowing these individuals to reproduce.1 In a 1939 
statement to attendees of a medical conference, a doctor who was 
an Associate Professor of Pediatrics at the University of Illinois 
said that he favored sterilization and forced abortions for “un-
married women, those about to be divorced, families that were 
poor, and for women who came from backgrounds with mental 
illness or hereditary diseases” (Poncher, 1939, p. 1).  
 In Planned Parenthood’s efforts to advocate for birth con-
trol, sterilization as a feasible choice was often included and 
can be seen in the (somewhat uneasy) relationship between 
Planned Parenthood and the Association for Voluntary Steril-
ization (called Birthright during the 1940s). In 1944, Dr. Clarence 
Gamble, who worked for Planned Parenthood, also served as 
chairman of the Field Committee for Birthright, initially giving 
this committee $15,000 in startup funds. 
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 Although Birthright did receive occasional letters from indi-
viduals seeking sterilizations and asking for financial assistance 
to acquire them (Birthright, 1947a), the financial backers of the 
organization often joined for dubious reasons. Two quotes from 
letters that Birthright received from supporters of the organiza-
tion during 1947 are illustrative. The Commissioner of the State 
Department of Public Welfare of Mississippi wrote, “If I were 
Czar of the earth my first official act would be to sterilize every 
man and woman incapable of bringing into the world children 
with sound minds and bodies, unable to give his or her children 
a fair chance in life.” Another individual wrote, “It is a fright-
ful thing to think that morons and half-wits go on propagating 
more of the same all the time. It isn’t even reprehensible—it is 
criminal.” (Birthright, 1947b).  
 During this time in the southern states, the segregation and 
outright discrimination that were both the impetus for, and the 
result of, Jim Crow laws, meant that terms such as “half-wit” 
and “moron” were commonly used as proxies for poor Blacks. 
Although an emphasis was placed on intelligence tests to clas-
sify individuals as “morons,” eugenic advocates also used more 
subjective assessments, resulting in the poor, racial minorities, 
and recent immigrants being more likely to be labeled as such 
(O’Brien & Bundy, 2009). The records of the sterilization advocacy 
group Birthright clearly illustrate that race was a factor in forced 
sterilizations and in who became classified as degenerate or fee-
ble-minded. However, class was also an important determinant. 
 In the push for increasing the power of states to implement 
forced sterilizations, middle-class White women were pitted 
against poor women. In the 1940s, Birthright frequently target-
ed middle-class White women’s groups for propaganda on the 
need for sterilization. Women’s clubs in the South were sup-
portive of the development of state laws that would allow for 
sterilization under various circumstances, particularly regard-
ing so-called “mental defects.” The Women’s Club of Frankfort, 
Kentucky considered sponsoring a sterilization bill in 1950, 
working alongside the Mental Hygiene Association of Ken-
tucky and the Kentucky Welfare Association (Butler, 1950). 
 The reality for poor women and girls was that sterilization 
was often practiced on them involuntarily. On October 24, 1937, 
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the New York Tribune described a former state representative in 
Kansas, Kathryn O’Laughlin McCarthy, initiating an investiga-
tion into the sterilizations of 62 girls at the State Industrial Home 
in Beloit, Kansas. She was concerned that many of the parents 
of these poverty-class girls (the girls were all under the age of 
16) protested about the operations, but the facility went ahead 
with them against parents’ wishes (“Sterilization,” 1937).   
 The issue of class also intersected with the common form of 
consent for poor women and girls at the time, which was pre-
sumed consent. In many states, it was routine to send out letters 
to the last known address for young women who were in the 
state’s care (whether in a reform school, mental hospital, or oth-
er institution), and if the parents, guardian, or husband did not 
respond within a specific timeframe, the state presumed that 
consent was given. In an examination into why five states had 
indicated in their records to Birthright that some of their ster-
ilizations during the year 1949 had taken place without written 
consent, the states were asked to give an accounting of whether 
verbal consent had occurred, and if not, why. The response from 
North Carolina’s Eugenics Board in Raleigh was that the cases 
had been heard based on feeble-mindedness or mental illness 
and that most of the young women were not institutionalized, 
but had been referred by county welfare superintendents. In the 
case in the state of Georgia, Jones T. Wright, acting Superinten-
dent of the Gracewood Training School of the State Department 
of Public Welfare, claimed that in all their state’s non-consent 
cases, the parents failed to file a protest within ten days, so the 
sterilizations went forward (Birthright, 1950).  
 Poor women, particularly those who were Black or unmar-
ried, have historically been vulnerable to sterilization without 
consent (Roberts, 1999). Scholarship on the maternity move-
ment and the intersection of social work during the first half 
of the twentieth century illustrates that race and class also in-
fluenced perceptions of out-of-wedlock pregnancy, leading to 
stark racial differences in the perspectives of White versus Black 
motherhood, which only accelerated during the post-WWII pe-
riod (Kunzel, 1993). If images of proper motherhood, extend-
ing from the ideal of a family ethic, portrayed White (married) 
middle-class women as proper mothers claiming their rights 
to womanhood, then it is perhaps not surprising that poor, 
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unwed, or African American women were deemed less valu-
able as mothers (Abramovitz, 1996). 
The Ideology of the Family Ethic
and the Right to Motherhood
 Control over reproductive services for poor Black women in 
the American South overlapped with the concept of a socially 
constructed ideal of proper motherhood. The separate and un-
equal spheres these women occupied under Jim Crow policies 
and practices meant that access to needed services was also ex-
tremely limited. As the example of Planned Parenthood’s Ne-
gro Project and the use of sterilization illustrate, race and class 
intersected in the provision of services to women regarding 
reproductive needs that included access to their own choices 
about motherhood. 
 The Negro Project was developed at a time when Planned 
Parenthood was accelerating a shift in focus from a demand 
for women’s rights to the development of professionalism and 
planning (Gordon, 2007). The organization no longer sim-
ply advocated for access to safe, legal birth control, but now 
maintained a network of professional service providers. With 
this new emphasis on professionalization, it makes sense that 
project personnel made concerted efforts to recruit Black mid-
dle-class professionals to advertise the project. However, they 
were never granted ultimate control over decision-making, 
even when (White) workers in the Negro Project advocated for 
more local control. During a field visit to Detroit in the spring 
of 1944, speaking about the demise of the Negro Project, Marie 
B. Schanks gave her assessment that the only way a similar pro-
gram could be successful was if it came from the community 
itself (Schanks, 1944a). She echoed this perspective in her confi-
dential summaries of field visits to various community sites in 
Alabama and Tennessee, claiming that more localized efforts 
were needed. Schanks blamed resistance from state-level lead-
ers of Planned Parenthood for the fact that more control was 
never handed over to the local/county level (Schanks, 1944b).  
 The race and class of the women being targeted for services 
within the Negro Project had an impact on whether their access 
to motherhood was valued, thus shaping the way birth control 
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programs were designed and implemented for this population. 
This contributed to the lack of inclusion of granny midwives in 
the project. Since poor Black women were not seen as having 
much knowledge about birth control, the rural Black midwives 
were also not considered as potential contributors to the devel-
opment of the project. Their indigenous expertise was shaped 
and embedded within the Black community, but was judged ac-
cording to the racialized structural inequalities of the Jim Crow 
South. Racism, classism, and the segregationist policies these 
systems supported helped to maintain beliefs regarding which 
women were appropriate targets of intervention, and who had 
the expertise to intervene.
 Even well after the civil rights era, assumptions about val-
ued (vs. non-valued) motherhood following the family ethic that 
Abramovitz, (1996) theorized still had very real consequences 
for the treatment of poor Black women. The following quote 
from Gladys, a Black member of the National Welfare Rights 
Movement (a movement of poor mothers demanding access 
to public welfare during the 1960s and 1970s across the Unit-
ed States), illustrates that even well into the 1970s, access and 
choice were intertwined with race and class. “And the minute 
I got here … The stuff that I was using in the South to keep me 
from getting pregnant, when I got here [Detroit], I couldn’t find 
it! So I got pregnant! But after I had my [third] child, the doctor 
came in, and he said … ‘Well, I’m going to tell you something, 
I let myself be allowed to—you can sue me—I tied your tubes.” 
(Edmonds-Cady, 2009, pp. 211–212). As Gladys’s story illustrates, 
the (White) doctor saw her as a poor Black welfare mother who 
already had three children, and decided she shouldn’t have any 
more. He therefore felt entitled to make the choice about her 
future reproductive abilities without her consent. Gladys, in a 
Northern city of the 1970s, still had her access to motherhood 
defined in terms of race and class.
 When we fail to properly ground women’s lives within an 
intersectional framework that considers how race and class inter-
lock and influence their gendered experiences, we miss import-
ant complex understandings of social phenomena. By examining 
the ways that social class and racial differences intersected in so-
cial service design and delivery for Black women in the South 
during a time of state-sponsored racial segregation, we can see 
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that the concept of motherhood was indeed constructed differ-
entially. Race, class, and segregation in the South intersected to 
influence the kinds of reproductive services available for women 
and the intent of these services, resulting in differential access to 
birth control, family planning, and ultimately shaping just who 
was considered to have the rights to motherhood.
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Naomi Glenn-Levin Rodriguez, Fragile Families: Foster Care, Im-
migration, and Citizenship. University of Pennsylvania Press 
(2017). 232 pages, $49.50 (hardcover). 
 Naomi Glenn-Levin Rodriguez explains the role of the key 
players in the foster care system in San Diego, California and 
Tijuana, Mexico, including social workers, local and federal 
government, foster families, and biological parents. The focus 
of this book is on Latina/o families who become a part of the 
foster care system. From 2008–2012, Glenn-Levin Rodriguez 
conducted ethnographic research as an intern with Esperanza 
Foster Family Agency in San Diego, an agency that specifically 
works with Latino/a families in the foster care system. Her eth-
nographic data comes from participant observation and 60 in-
terviews with “lawyers, judges, legal advocates, social workers, 
and current and former foster parents” (p. 5). Ethical concerns 
in terms of separating her role as intern and researcher are ad-
dressed early in the book, although it would have been interest-
ing to have additional discussion of how the author employed 
methods of reflexivity throughout her research to ensure that 
any possible bias she had in terms of working at Esperanza were 
considered. This book provides an overview of the literature on 
the international and national child welfare system, including 
such subjects as boundaries of belonging, worthiness, best in-
terest, and knowledge through observation data and examples 
from interviews. 
  “Boundaries of belonging” is used as a conceptual frame-
work in this book, beginning with the idea of the “illegal immi-
grant,” and the troubles this designation creates, as many Lati-
na/o families coming to the United States may be experiencing 
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poverty, which can be labeled as neglect for their children. 
Poverty alone, however, is not a substantial reason to remove a 
child from a family. Because of the power given to social work-
ers in determining best fit and a gap in cultural understanding, 
this can occur. Additionally, non-U.S. citizen children, specifi-
cally from Latin America in this book, are deemed “worthy” or 
“unworthy” depending on who is able to speak up for a child 
and frame their situation in terms of being a victim. Being a vic-
tim makes a child worthy of the aid of the United States, while 
economic migrants are less worthy. 
 This places the future of a foster child from another coun-
try in the hands of whoever is advocating for a child and that 
advocate’s ability to frame the child as a victim who needs to 
be “rescued” (p. 43). Belonging is also discussed in chapter two 
in terms of the structural inequality that Latina/o families face 
due to the assumption that children are “better off” in the Unit-
ed States, rather than in Mexico or another county (p. 73). Be-
longing can also extend to the process by which children are 
placed in foster families, as collaboration between social service 
agencies in the U.S. and Mexico can be complicated, based on 
varying legal definitions and subjective ideas of best interest 
depending on a social worker’s background and experience. 
This concept of boundaries of belonging is all framed in a his-
torical context, examining immigration policy and labels placed 
on families, such as “good” parent, “abuse,” “fit,” or “unfit” (pp. 
12–13).
 Belonging influences the topic of worthiness. In the foster 
care system in San Diego, children, biological parents, and fos-
ter families are each determined to be worthy or unworthy at 
some point in the foster care process. Children are deemed wor-
thy based on their citizenship status, as international children 
are deemed worthy of receiving aid from a U.S. social welfare 
agency or a placement with a U.S. foster family if they encoun-
tered abuse, neglect, or were trafficked. Children in the U.S. for 
other reasons who lack citizenship are often sent back to their 
country of origin. This closely resembles how the United States 
frames worthy and unworthy adult immigrants, as those seek-
ing asylum in the U.S. often see smoother paths to citizenship 
when compared to those who are deemed illegal immigrants.
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 Biological parents’ worthiness is determined by social work-
ers and judges. Child-rearing practices have a cultural compo-
nent, so social workers who have a cultural understanding of 
Latina/o families may determine a family worthy that a social 
worker with a different cultural experience may determine to be 
unfit to be parents. A social worker’s case notes, which are often 
rushed based on a large case load, as well as the opinion of a so-
cial worker, influence a judge’s decision of a parent’s worthiness. 
Finally, the worthiness of foster families is determined much in 
the same way that the worthiness of biological parents is deter-
mined, as social workers have the ability to largely determine if a 
foster home is worthy of housing additional children.
 “Best interest” is the term used to describe the best situation 
for a child and the state in terms of the child’s future well-being. 
At face value, it is used to assess the likelihood of consistency 
and long-term fit for a child in terms of home placement, wheth-
er that leads to becoming reunited with biological parents, re-
maining in foster care, or becoming eligible for adoption. This 
relates to the idea of knowledge, as the knowledge of individual 
family situations largely depends on previous cultural knowl-
edge as well as simply the time that a social worker has avail-
able to spend on a case. It is suggested that rhetoric such as “best 
fit,” is loose and subjective, which gives unbalanced power to 
social workers and government entities without taking cultur-
al factors into account. This lack of a consistent framework for 
governments and social workers to work within leads to differ-
ential treatment and reproduced inequalities in the foster care 
system, especially for Latina/o families.
 This book concludes by suggesting that one consistency in 
the child welfare system in San Diego and Tijuana is that it is 
considered in the best interest of a child to be removed from 
parent(s) of color living in poverty. Government views on immi-
gration reproduce inequalities, and make it difficult, if not near-
ly impossible, for non-U.S. citizen families to regain custody of 
their children. This book presents a possibility and potential for 
legislators, social workers, and judges to examine the foster care 
system and ensure fair processes for all families as well as look 
for opportunities for collaboration with bordering countries to 
ensure that no child slips through the cracks.
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 Fragile Families provides a comprehensive historical frame-
work of the child welfare system from a social work perspective 
while also providing compelling and specific examples of each 
theme presented. The researcher presents a unique perspec-
tive in that she was able to observe the child welfare system 
over several years and is able to provide first-hand examples of 
each theory or concept she presents. There is room to provide 
connection to interdisciplinary theory, such as connecting dis-
cussions of structural inequality and life chances to theorists, 
such as Max Weber and his discussion of life chance. It would 
also be helpful to have further discussion of the funding that 
a non-profit agency such as Esperanza receives, and how that 
contributes to their services, as neoliberalism has largely influ-
enced non-profit funding in recent years. Overall, this book has 
encouraged a discussion of child welfare policies, which is rele-
vant to the current political climate in the United States in terms 
of immigration.
Molly Cook
Illinois State University
Richard V. Reeves, Dream Hoarders: How the American Upper 
Middle Class Is Leaving Everyone Else in the Dust, Why That 
Is a Problem, and What to Do about It. Brookings Institution 
Press (2017). 186 pages, $24.00 (hardcover).
 The United States of America is composed of people from 
many different backgrounds, worldviews, and social classes. In 
this new book, Richard V. Reeves (Senior Economics Fellow at 
the Brookings Institution) explores the class divisions in Amer-
ican society, divisions involving money and wealth, to be sure, 
but also the resulting gaps this creates in education, occupation, 
health, and family. Americans like to think of themselves as a 
‘classless society’ and that privileges and status within society 
are justly earned. Reeves convincingly demonstrates that class, 
wealth and status are handed down in families generation after 
generation, proving that privileges of class are largely inherited 
rather than earned. 
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 Americans may always experience income inequalities—
there are many factors that impact how much income is earned 
through various jobs and professions. Reeves examines some of 
these factors in his chapter, A Class Apart, suggesting that for 
a large majority of Americans, relative inequality has remained 
constant. “Over the last three or four decades, income inequali-
ty has increased in the United States, but only at the top. There 
has been no increase in inequality in the bottom 80 percent of 
the population” (p. 23). In other words, there is a substantial 
income gap, but it is mainly between the people who make up 
the upper fifth and the rest of society. Reeves suggests that as 
this gap is set in motion, it then becomes self-perpetuating. 
“Upper-middle class Americans are then likely to have spouses 
who are rather similar to themselves. But they are also increas-
ingly likely to have similar neighbors” (pp. 30–31). Geography is 
an important factor when we look at neighborhoods and class-
es. Upper-middle class citizens tend to live in places where they 
can relate to those of similar lifestyles, in which good schools, 
among other things, are highly valued.
 Education is an important factor contributing to gaps be-
tween classes. While parents choose between various options for 
their children’s education, a good public school remains the first 
choice for most when it is available. The growing gap in education 
is not just a matter of resources, however, because “… students 
from more affluent backgrounds will do better anyway, which 
will help push up the test scores of the schools they happen to 
be attending” (p. 47). Schools with higher average test scores are 
viewed as “better” schools, and thus become even more attrac-
tive to parents. Affluent schools are seen to be more successful in 
comparison to schools in poor areas. Children attending schools 
in poorer areas will find it difficult to achieve an education like 
children in affluent areas. The gap between children within the 
education system thus widens even further. This is again aggra-
vated by the fact that it is more difficult for schools in poorer ar-
eas to attract and retain the best teachers. This point is underlined 
by Reeves as he looks at comparisons between teacher salaries 
in schools located in affluent and less-affluent areas. Reeves sug-
gests that encouraging teachers to teach in areas that are not as 
prosperous should be seen as a form of social investment. Salary 
172 Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare
and other financial incentives are ways to encourage teachers to 
teach in areas of less-affluent schools.
 Higher education is very expensive, and colleges and uni-
versities of all types must deal with ongoing funding shortages. 
The 2008 recession resulted in significant cuts in the budgets 
in many states. As a result, the gap between public and private 
institutions has widened. Reeves (pp. 133ff) outlines a “four-tier 
system” that has developed over the years, consisting of pres-
tigious private universities, public universities squeezed for re-
sources, regional and community colleges, and finally, institu-
tions run for profit. The high-prestige universities are far out of 
reach for all but the lucky few who come from affluent families, 
leaving a widening gap between the options available for stu-
dents of affluence and the rest, who may view the “for profit” 
institutions as their best or even only option. These schools of-
ten cater to part-time students, rely heavily on online courses, 
and encourage students to take on heavy and complicated stu-
dent loans to pay for tuition. Even students who do not finish 
their degrees are left with significant debts hanging over their 
heads for many years to come.
 These are some of the dynamics in a few select areas of class 
inequality outlined by Richard Reeves in Dream Hoarders. These 
dynamics continue to spin the widening gap between social 
classes, even against the better intentions of many of those who 
benefit from it. Pretty much regardless of political or social phi-
losophy, parents continue to want the best they can provide for 
their own children, and in the current American system, that 
is all it takes for the upper fifth of society to continue along 
the path of leaving the lower 80% farther and farther behind. 
Reeves employs quantitative data to demonstrate that these dif-
ferences between classes, left to their own devices, will contin-
ue to increase. Solutions exist, but it will take conscious effort 
on the part of the upper-middle class, those currently “hoard-
ing the American dream,” to employ those measures.
Tara Bruno
Illinois State University
173Book Reviews
Kirk J. Schneider, The Spirituality of Awe: Challenges to the Robotic 
Revolution. Waterside Press (2017). 142 pages, $14.95 (paper-
back).
 Kirk Schneider presents us here with another significant 
volume summarizing his perspective on an area of impor-
tance for theory, policy and practice alike, namely, the increas-
ing merger of the human and mechanical spheres. Whereas 
not long ago it was quite simple to discern what was “human” 
and what were “tools” used by humans, we are fast entering a 
world in which this line of distinction is already considerably 
blurred. This blurring continues apace, as work in genetic en-
gineering cross-pollinates with work in cognitive technology, 
nanotechnology and Artificial Intelligence (AI), even as increas-
ing sectors of our job economy are made obsolete by robotics 
and mechanization. Furthermore, some of our most visionary 
minds point toward a “singularity” event in which the artifi-
cially intelligent artifacts of our own making move beyond the 
limitations of the human mind to become their own makers of 
the future. 
 Some of these visionaries, such as Stephen Hawking, Frank-
lin Foer, and Elon Musk, warn us about the potential dangers 
inherent in the directions our technology may be moving. Our 
computerized machines now basically control almost every-
thing people of our civilization depend upon for our continued 
survival, and we are already far down the road of linking these 
machines to one another. What might the results be if, at some 
point on the other side of the “singularity” event, our machines 
come to view large segments of the human species to be det-
rimental to their own well-being and improvement? Other of 
these visionaries, such as Ray Kurzweil and Mark Zuckerberg, 
scoff at such warnings, view them as a positive hindrance to 
technological progress, and proudly point toward the emerging 
“transhumanist” future their techno-wonders are creating, all 
the while suggesting that we might as well get onboard, be-
cause this future is inevitable anyway.
 Having read Kirk Schneider’s previous books, such as The 
Paradoxical Self (1999), The Psychology of Existence (2006), Recovery 
of Awe (2009), and The Polarized Mind (2013), I half assumed as I 
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opened these pages that Schneider would come down firmly on 
the side of the naysayers. However, Schneider proves himself 
here to be much less predictable than this. As one who suffers 
himself from a longstanding physical condition, currently in-
curable but for which the “new medicine” may one day hold 
real hope, Schneider has pondered his way through the naysay-
ers on the one side and the cheerleaders of technology on the 
other. This book contains his current thinking on the topic, and 
even a reflexive naysayer like me found plenty in these pages 
to reflect and cogitate upon—enough to cause me to change my 
mind on key issues.
 There are many threads a reviewer could follow through 
this work. Perhaps the most intriguing is the relationship be-
tween transhumanism and what Schneider calls “adventure 
and awe.” Awe is a concept Schneider has pursued in previous 
books. In social science this concept is rooted in commentary 
at least as far back as Rudolf Otto’s The Idea of the Holy (1923), 
a book focused on the non-rational element in human affairs. 
Schneider’s work in existentialism and psychology stands firm-
ly in this tradition. Schneider suggest that adventure and awe 
is “… key to the perpetuation of vibrant, evolving lives—and 
in combination with technological advances may bring marvels 
to our emerging repertoires” (p. 11). Adventure and awe are, in 
this reading, that which make us fully alive and fully human. 
Depression (here setting aside the biochemical definition) might 
be one way to conceive of the feeling from the inside of human 
life that has lost its sense of adventure and awe. Yet, while we 
can point to markers for what is meant as that sense of adven-
ture and awe, it can never really be pinned down exhaustively 
with a scientifically valid definition. We know it when we see 
it; we certainly know it when we feel it from within. But ex-
actly because it is the place of contact between human life and 
the irrational elements of human existence, it always eludes our 
attempts to wrestle it down to confinement within rational cat-
egories, whether the attempt be linguistic, biochemical, cogni-
tive, mechanical or philosophical.
 This is what separates Schneider’s approach from those of 
the naysayers. Schneider does not want to live in a world in 
which we simply cease to pursue scientific discovery. In fact, 
as illustrated in the passage above, not only does Schneider 
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recognize and respect the elements of scientific and technolog-
ical pursuit in human life, he goes on to say in many places 
in this book that this pursuit itself is largely, for many people, 
integral to maintaining that very sense of adventure and awe. 
What concerns Schneider and makes the perspective presented 
in this book worthy of strong consideration is not scientific and 
technological pursuit itself, but rather the ‘spirit’ in which this 
quest in directed. Perhaps exactly because adventure and awe, 
as Schneider sees it, are integrally bound to the irrational ele-
ment, they are too often simply discounted as irrelevant (at best) 
or viewed as directly opposed to the transhumanist conception 
of the human future, to be replaced by expedience and efficien-
cy as ersatz goals for human society.
 Schneider does not counter the move toward transhuman-
ism, as currently exemplified in the extreme obeisance paid to 
STEM in education, to objectification of the body in medicine 
and of the brain in neuroscience, and the general devaluation 
of anything that cannot be digitized, with simple anti-technol-
ogy diatribes. He sees each of these more as symptoms than as 
direct causes of the problems we face. What Schneider calls us 
to is something more on the line of a transcendent reawaken-
ing, a spiritual healing of the modern human soul. In a nutshell, 
he invites us to an understanding of adventure and awe, in all 
their glorious irrationality, as necessary complements to trans-
humanist trends, not in direct opposition to these trends. Sig-
nificantly, Schneider presents this as an exercise itself in what 
he calls cross-cultural spirituality, and he draws directly on the 
experiences and methods of those disciplines that have endeav-
ored over decades to bridge the gaps of understanding between 
large cultural divides.
 The alternative, as Schneider sees it, is to remain locked in a 
state of a divided mind in relation to the rational and the irrational 
in human existence, with each side rejecting and closing itself 
off from the insights of the other. The features of the divided or 
polarized mind, especially that of an intolerance for ambiguity 
and permanently open-ended questions, were cogently explored 
by Schneider in his earlier book focusing, significantly, on un-
derstanding the thought patterns of fundamentals and terrorists 
in the modern world. Readers of this journal who easily would 
take this analysis in stride as applied to the mindset of religious 
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fundamentalists might be surprised to see this same analysis ap-
plied to leading edge advocates of transhumanist rationalism.
 In summary, Schneider has produced a commendable work 
of passion, insight, advocacy and public vision on perhaps the 
most important social topic of our time. Furthermore, it comes 
in a very readable package of short, digestible chapters, ideally 
suited for discussion in classrooms, book groups, and other plat-
forms of learning. Like the work of our best public intellectuals, it 
is a scholarly treatise in which the scholarship supports the mes-
sage without interfering with or obscuring the topic at hand.
Daniel Liechty
Illinois State University
James Midgley, Social Welfare for a Global Era: International Per-
spectives on Policy and Practice. Sage Publication (2017), 243 
pages, $81.00 (paperback).
 In this book, James Midgley attempts to shed light on three 
major questions. The first one is what comprises international 
social welfare. The discussion of social welfare is contextual-
ized within a global era, in which social welfare is defined to 
cover three dimensions: meeting needs, managing problems, 
and maximizing opportunities. Global social welfare has its 
root in ancient thoughts about a one world perspective, dating 
back to the Greek philosopher Diogenes, who claimed himself 
a “citizen of the world.” Followers of Diogenes believed in the 
existence of natural law governing people of different cultures 
and languages. 
 The question remains debatable regarding which entity 
should have the authority to safeguard the rights that natural 
law entails. In history, competing schools of scholars have sup-
ported either a single political authority or a powerful theocratic 
figure. However, the most influential ideas come from the literal 
and social democratic views of cosmopolitanism that empha-
size governing in the interests of citizens based on values of co-
operation, equality and development. Such thoughts influence 
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governmental welfare policies around the world as well as the 
projects and programs of international organizations.  
 The second inquiry is into the roles of different welfare agents 
in a global era. It is easily overlooked that families, neighbors, and 
communities were primary welfare agents before governments 
took on an essential role in modern welfare societies. Even in to-
day’s global era, informal welfare agents, including non-formal 
welfare and faith-based organizations, remain critical sources of 
help in meeting basic needs in times of difficulties for citizens in 
different parts of the world. Midgley does an impressive job giv-
ing voice to these traditional welfare agents, acknowledging their 
struggles during the process of their evolving toward manageri-
al professionalism.  
 The role of welfare agents, consisting of nonprofits, corpora-
tions and governments, are well discussed in this book.  Social 
work, a profession with deeply embedded values in line with a 
global perspective of welfare, is singled out for focused discus-
sion. Midgley outlines how social work as a profession contrib-
uted to social welfare in different countries. Social work values 
were derived from Christianity and a set of Western values of 
individual dignity and freedom, social equality and justice. 
Thus we must expect issues to arise when social work is trans-
lated in a developing country or countries that uphold differen-
tial ideologies (e.g., communism). Governments of these coun-
tries tend to embrace the function of social work as a means of 
mitigating social problems and of maintaining social stability 
more than its role of advocacy in the social change process. In 
countries such as China, facing widening social inequality due 
to rapid economic growth, social work from Western societies 
represents a promising governing technique that is worth ex-
ploring. Midgley also acknowledges the challenges faced by 
social work professionalism in these countries, such as lack of 
accredited social work schools, standardized licensure systems 
and the scarcity of professional associations. 
 The last question centers on current approaches to promot-
ing global social welfare. Social development as an approach 
emerged in the 1950s and is now widespread in the field of in-
ternational welfare. Midgley highlights the strengths and lim-
itations of this approach. On one hand, it raises awareness of so-
cial disparities associated with economic growth and points out 
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the possibility of eradicating poverty and inequality through 
social policies and programs. But on the other hand, social de-
velopment may appear to have an eclectic underpinning, which 
fails to generate a synthesized knowledge base to explain vari-
ations of social development programs around the world. Due 
to theoretical underdevelopment, replication or translation of 
social development programs in other societies can be challeng-
ing and problematic. Moreover, as some critics argue, a social 
development approach might not be effective in addressing cer-
tain problems, such as crime, oppression and more. 
 This book is informative, inspiring and easily resonating 
with scholars and practitioners who have experience of study-
ing or working in the field of global social welfare. It offers stu-
dents and those who have limited background knowledge in 
this field an opportunity to gain a clear picture of what global 
social welfare looks like. It may be, however, a little disappoint-
ing for those who are eager to retrieve and then apply success-
ful international experiences of promoting social welfare in 
their own field. This audience would be more intrigued if ex-
emplary cases in international welfare work were provided and 
discussed. Yet, the overarching information found here about 
social development theories and practice strategies can serve as 
a starting point. Another critical area in international welfare is 
the similar driving force of globalism, namely, technological ad-
vancement. As the world becomes more closely-knit and “flat-
ter” (to borrow Tom Friedman’s characterization), readers might 
have welcomed a critical discussion of the role of information 
technology in promoting or challenging global social welfare. 
 In a world full of news stories portraying division, terrorism 
and hatred, we are brought closer together than ever before to 
work on these issues. This book reminds us that we are global 
citizens, regardless of how diverse we are in terms of languag-
es, cultures, religions and sociopolitical and economic systems. 
World peace and equality may be a rhetorical dream for some, 
but it remains a noble calling for those dedicated to pursing the 
well-being of all. These readers will find inspiration and reas-
surance in this book.  
Fei Sun
Michigan State University 
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